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Tears, Trauma, and Transformation: 
Central American Mothers’ Experiences of Violence, Migration and Family Reunification 
By Sandra Castro 
Advisor: Martha Bragin 
This study analyzes the experiences of migration, separation, and reunification of 
transnational mothers from El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala and their children. Drawing 
on data collected from 25 mothers living and working on Long Island, New York who migrated 
to the US during four periods from 1976-2019 and whose children returned to them, sometimes 
years later. My findings suggest that transnational mothering is an experience marked by 
multiple forms of structural, institutional, and interpersonal violence, along with the commitment 
to sacrifice for their children. Taken together, transnational mothers operated within a form of 
“compounded disadvantage” (Abrego, 2014) due to their frequently undocumented status. 
However, such mothers’ experiences also illuminate a remarkable transformative process, post-
traumatic growth (PTG), that both enables and is enabled by transnational mothering among the 
study participants.  
I identified four pathways to reunification, which included: mother-initiated documented 
and undocumented pathways, child-initiated undocumented pathways, and scattered reunification 
when multiple children arrived at different times. All these pathways led to complex patterns of 
reunification replete with parenting challenges. First, other actors who were not originally part of 
the child’s family of origin, siblings and stepdads, shaped mothers’ reunification experiences, 
specifically with respect to whether mothers felt supported during reunification. Second, in cases 
where mothers learned of severe harms their children experienced in their home countries and on 
their journeys, reunification experiences suffered. These phenomena resulted in the mothers’ 
v 
identifying the experience of unrecognized sacrifice throughout the reunification process, as they 
once again put child and family needs above their own. This study also provides evidence of 
PTG and resilience through their participation in organizations, leadership-building initiatives, 
and support systems in the larger community, which enabled them to endure and to thrive. 
I conducted this study from 2018-2020, during a period of draconian measures to deter 
migration on the southern border that targeted immigrants, mostly families and children from the 
Northern Triangle who were fleeing violence and seeking reunification, in addition to 
undocumented and even legal immigrants with Temporary Protected Status (TPS) in the US 
Despite  the fact that local and federal administrations created a context of fear, it did not hinder 
migrant women’s transnational mothering, or subsequent advocacy and access to resources for 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
From the 1970s to the present, many mothers from the “Northern Triangle” countries of 
Central America migrated to the United States without their children (Menjívar, 2009). These 
countries include El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala. Since the 1950s, US political 
involvement in Central America to combat local insurgency movements has resulted in armed 
conflict in El Salvador, genocide against the Mayan majority in Guatemala, and a “spill over” of 
austerity and land confiscation in Honduras. These armed conflicts were marked by public 
violence that affected not only the quality of life but were accompanied by institutional violence 
to support the political efforts and economic deterioration with an increase in poverty and lack of 
opportunity. These soon resulted in individual violence among family and community members, 
as well as acts of terror against community leaders and members of the clergy among others 
(Grandin & Oglesby, 2019; Menjívar, 2009; CRS, 2016). Migration scholars have found that the 
political conflicts of the 1980s propelled many Guatemalans and Salvadorans to emigrate 
(Coutin, 2003; Mahler, 1999; Menjívar, 2009).  
After these conflicts ended in the 1990s, their impact created long lasting and pervasive 
economic and social distress, which exacerbated levels of poverty, violence, and insecurity 
(CRS, 2016). Their reasons for coming to the US included fleeing violence in their war affected 
countries, escaping poverty, and seeking economic opportunities (Coutin, 2003; Mahler, 1999). 
While there are diverse personal and multi-layered rationales for migrations, women especially 
left because of and to overcome structural institutional and interpersonal violence. These 
included displacement, state, and non-state community violence, which led to the collapse of the 
economy, and finally resulted in violence in the home. Mothers left their children in their home 
countries because migrating on their own made it easier to seek and gain employment. This 
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enabled them to send funds home to keep their families safe (Abrego, 2014; Menjívar, 2006a). 
They could not safely bring their children along on the journey because the geopolitical 
background to the conflicts prevented the US. from granting asylum to those fleeing the conflicts 
in Central America (Aron et al., 1991).   
At the same time, over the past three decades, mothers have sent for their children 
through legal pathways, extra-legal pathways, and as unaccompanied children to join them in the 
US (Chisti & Hipsman, 2016). Despite current challenges to reunification, many of these 
children have been able to reunite with their mothers. Mothers and children have reunified in 
various communities, including Long Island, New York, which has been a resettlement site for 
people from the Northern Triangle for decades (DHS-ORR, 2018). Although every aspect of the 
journey has been affected by structural and institutional violence and its frequent correlate, social 
violence, the mothers have found remarkable ways to survive but to transform their lives, those 
of their children and their communities in a process I describe as posttraumatic growth (PTG).    
Migration Patterns of Mothers and Children from Northern Triangle Countries 
Since the 1960s, the number of Central American migrants in the US from El Salvador, 
Guatemala, and Honduras has grown substantially. In 1960, there were fewer than 50,000 
migrants from these countries. By 1980, the number increased to 345,655, and in 2011 there 
were almost 3.1 million migrants from these three Northern Triangle countries in the US (Lessar 
& Bartola, 2018).  
Women have made up a substantial proportion of migrants from the Northern Triangle 
countries. Forty-seven percent of these migrants are women and in many cases, they migrated 
alone, leaving their children and families in their home countries (Lessar & Bartola, 2018). The 
migration of Central American women to the US was fueled by several key factors.  
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Contemporary migration by Central American women to the US can be explained by 
classic push-pull arguments (Congressional Research Service [CRS], 2016). Negative structural 
conditions in home countries create the conditions that “push migrants” out. The civil wars in 
previous decades led to economic desperation, often resulting in family disintegration in the 
Northern Triangle countries of Central America. These led to current conditions including 
extreme community and interpersonal violence, poverty, lack of employment, and the 
concomitant lack of services necessary for economic and social mobility for individuals, families 
and communities (Menjívar, 2012). There are also “pull factors” in the US where there is a 
strong demand for low-paid labor, especially in the service sector, agriculture, and labor-
intensive jobs. Consequently, 45% of these migrant women work in the unregulated labor market 
as nannies, housekeepers, childcare providers, and as elder care workers (Lessar & Bartola, 
2018). Although these jobs provide financial stability, it is difficult to work at them and 
simultaneously raise children, especially for undocumented workers. 
Returning to their home countries to visit their children is difficult because of restrictive 
immigration laws and life-threatening travel conditions. In addition, extensive violence, 
extortion, and crime are factors that inhibit transnational mothers from returning to their native 
countries making reunification in their home countries nearly impossible. 
Increasing violence in the home country in the last five years made the remittances family 
members sent insufficient for the protection of the families left behind. According to the Council 
on Foreign Affairs, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras consistently rank among the most 
violent countries in the world (Labrador & Renwick, 2018). El Salvador was ranked as the 
world’s most violent country not at war in 2015. All three countries have significantly higher 
homicide rates than neighboring Costa Rica, Nicaragua, and Panama (Labrador & Renwick, 
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2018). These conditions are related to armed conflicts creating the seeds for the conditions that 
followed, notably interpersonal, state-sponsored, and economic violence (CRS, 2016). 
The Policy Context: Conditions in Central America 
Since the 1950s, US political involvement in Central America to combat local insurgency 
movements and to develop economic alliances within these regions has fostered a negative 
socio-economic and political climate, leading to the “push factors” listed above (Grandin & 
Oglesby, 2019). Migration scholars have found that the political conflicts of the 1980s propelled 
many Guatemalans and Salvadorans to emigrate (Coutin, 2003; Mahler, 1999; Menjivar, 2009). 
After these conflicts ended in the 1990s, their impact created long lasting economic and social 
distress, which exacerbated the levels of poverty, violence, and insecurity. The political conflicts 
in both El Salvador and Guatemala created profound social and economic “dislocations” that led 
to conditions that necessitated the vast emigration of individuals (Menjivar, 2009). Some 
migrated internally; others went to refugee camps in neighboring countries, and others took the 
journey to reach the US (Menjivar, 2006). These in turn fueled increasing social disorder and 
community violence in the home communities (CRS, 2016). These circumstances have led to a 
surge of children leaving their home countries to reunite with their mothers or other family 
members in the US. The result has been an unprecedented increase in the number of 
unaccompanied alien children (UAC) from Northern Triangle countries reaching the US 
Southern border. This has been occurring since 2014 causing what is currently perceived to be a 
“border crisis” (Rosenblum & Ball, 2016). 
Children Seeking Family Reunification in the US   
In the last five years, the number of Unaccompanied Alien Children (UAC) from the Northern 
Triangle has grown exponentially. Fewer than 20,000 unaccompanied children crossed the 
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border in 2010. Beginning in April 2020, CBP has seen an increase in encounters of 
unaccompanied children from Central America at the Southwest Border. In the first two months 
of 2021 alone 29,792 unaccompanied children and single minors were encountered along the 
Southwest Border. 2,942 of these children were under the age of 12 years old and 26,850 are 
aged 13-17 years old, reflecting an increase in migration not seen since 2006 (Department of 
Homeland Security, 2021).  
Increasingly, extreme violence and associated socio-economic distress, another form of 
structural violence, has forced children of transnational mothers to make the arduous journey to 
the US These minors have cited the intense wave of violence as a reason for leaving their 
countries of origin, particularly those from El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala. The majority 
of these children who are under 17 years old traveled to reunite with family members in the US; 
this  is how their mothers migrated to the US (Menjivar, 2012).  
United States Immigration Policy  
Immigration policy since the 1965 Hart Cellar Immigration Act created a preference 
system to prioritize family reunification and allow for the entry of specific types of labor 
migrants in addition to refugees. This policy, which eliminated previous national quotas, was 
said to facilitate the entry of family members, people from non-Western European countries, and 
refugees fleeing state violence. However, it did not have his effect for everyone. This 
immigration policy allowed the entry of some Central Americans to meet labor needs but limited 
their absolute numbers and their options to reunify with families. Further, long-term US policy 
toward Central America forged during the Cold War prevented successive US governments from 
recognizing them as refugees even when they were victims of state violence (CRS, 2016). It also 
limited the number of migrants from the Americas for the first time in the 20th century.  
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Scholars have found that separating immigrants from their families was built into 
immigration policies like Hart-Cellar and subsequent legislation. As a result, long-term and 
indefinite separations of Central American families were not the exception but the norm 
(Menjivar, 2012). This marginalization resulted in limited options for legality that affects Central 
Americans today. Under the Obama and Trump administrations there was an emphasis on 
enforcement and deportation of undocumented persons (Fernandez, 2019). In fact, since 2014, 
US administrations have responded in a draconian fashion to this surge of young migrants and 
families. They have limited the legal options for minors to reunify with their family members 
and for those claiming asylum (Hallet & Arnold, 2018). In addition to separating families, 
thousands of children detained at the border have been kept in detention centers for a prolonged 
amount of time under the pretext that adult sponsors are unfit custodians (Burnett, 2019).  
Even though these immigrants fit the classic profile of refugees, every administration in 
Washington D.C. between 1980 and -2000 when most current immigrants arrived, has refused to 
grant blanket refugee status (CRS, 2016; Menjivar, 2006). Since then, every administration has 
refused to recognize that many of the Central American migrants are following the same routes 
their parents took during civil wars in the 1980s and natural disasters in the 1990s, or their 
mothers, brothers, and cousins during the early 2000s who fled a distinct sort of terror 
(Averbuch, 2018). Consequently, reunification of children with their mothers now is occurring 
under stressful circumstances that shape the experiences of reunification of these families today.  
Research about Transnational Mothering and Reunification 
The current literature on transnational families and reunification takes two approaches. 
Some studies concentrate on the reasons women migrate without their children. These studies 
have found that mothers migrate to access social and economic resources for their families 
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(Hondegeneu-Sotelo & Avila, 1997). Other studies examine how mothers maintain transnational 
families from a distance in the short and long term.  These studies have found that emotional 
strains involved in maintaining a family from a distance involves sacrifice, pain, uncertainty, 
love, and a form of ambiguous loss (Abrego, 2014; Dreby, 2006; Foner & Dreby, 2011; 
Parreñas, 2001). 
Both streams of research illustrate that when mothers migrate without their children, the 
separation is painful for both mothers and children. Despite knowledge about the complexity and 
pain of separation, scholars know comparatively little about their experiences of reunification 
after separation, and the literature that does exist focuses primarily on the effects of reunification 
on children and youth (Lovato-Herman, 2017; Suárez-Orozco, Bang & Kim, 2011). This 
research consists primarily of qualitative studies and indicates that reunification involves 
problems for children and youth when adjusting to a new environment because of their legal 
status, attending new schools, and confronting issues of racism and xenophobia (Suárez-Orozco, 
Bang, & Kim, 2011). Other studies about the reunification of youth with their families have 
focused on their different paths of success based on gender, age, and incorporation in social 
institutions such as schools and local communities (Lovato-Herman, 2017). This literature also 
examines psycho-social factors that affect the interpersonal relationship between reunited youth 
with their families and how pre-migration factors affect the reunification experience. 
Additionally, it also addresses how reunification may be challenged when youths reunite with 
their mothers in US after the mothers have entered into new family arrangements (Spitzer et al., 
2003).  
Although these insights are important for understanding family reunification in the US 
from the perspective of children, research has not focused on the experiences of transnational 
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mothers. The existing literature is rich in explanations of the migration process, the experience of 
women when migrating, the experience of mothers once separated from their children, the 
importance of transnational families as the center of analysis, but reunification focuses on 
children and leaves the mothers’ experiences untold.  
Statement of the Problem 
The problem in the current state of research about migration and reunification is the 
absence of the voices of the mothers. This problem has negatively impacted social workers, 
policy makers, and immigrant service organizations as they try to help mothers navigate 
transnational mothering and mothering after reunification, and work through the trauma caused 
by the cumulative violence of migration, settlement, and reunification. This study attempts to 
remedy the problem using the lens of transnational mothering and Feminist Standpoint Theory to 
examine the experiences of mothers who have migrated and reunified with their children after 
years of separation. I have paid particular attention t to the complex ways that the many forms of 
structural violence, institutional and interpersonal violence encountered by transnational mothers 
affected them as they decided to migrate over their journeys, during their resettlements in the 
US, and as they faced reunification with their children.  
At present, the political circumstances in the US and the Northern Triangle countries 
present a unique opportunity to discuss the perspectives of Central American transnational 
mothers. This study explores three distinct but interrelated phenomena: 1) the various pathways 
to reunification available to transnational mothers and the ways that mothers prepare for 
reunification with their children after years of separation; 2) the experiences of reunification for 
transnational mothers in regards to the challenges that might present themselves; and 3) the 
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contextual factors, such as legal status, suburban context, work status, social institutions, and 
new family arrangements, that affect reunification.  
Given the treatment of Central American migrant families in the last four decades, my 
study explores the experiences of the mothers who have been separated from their children for 
years and reunified with them when there were very few options for permanent, safe, and legal 
reunification. To date, very little is known about how Central America mothers handled the 
unplanned arrival of their children based on emergency circumstances in the home country or 
child-initiated reunification. To address this knowledge gap, this study examines the experiences 
of once-separated mothers from their children to understand the family reunification process 
from the perspective of mothers under a volatile and changing immigration policy.  
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences of transnational mothers who 
have reunified with their children in order to inform future social work practice and policy. 
Based on the literature and the theoretical framework that privileged transnational motherhood, 
ambiguous loss, compounded disadvantage, structural violence, and posttraumatic growth, this 
study explored the experiences of 25 mothers who migrated from El Salvador, Honduras, and 
Guatemala. Through my analysis, I identified four distinct periods of migration and how reasons 
for migration differed. In addition, I found four different patterns of reunification, ranging from 
legal to undocumented, largely based upon the mother’s immigration status and the violence 
facing children in their home countries. Finally, I identified five themes that ran through all 25 
mothers’ experiences, including personal sacrifice, cumulative violence, and posttraumatic 
personal growth (PTG) generated from in-group organizational support.  
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An additional purpose of this study was to contribute to the limited body of literature on 
transnational mothering and reunification experiences from the mothers’ perspective. This 
examination can inform and facilitate discussions that better reflect a humane system that 
recognizes the unique circumstances of Central American women and children migrants. 
Moreover, the findings can help immigrant support organizations better facilitate integration and 
settlement as well as provide necessary legal and social support for mothers, their children, and 
their communities.  
Research Questions 
Drawn from the existing literature and selected theoretical framework, the research 
questions that guided this study include:  
1. How do Central American transnational mothers living on Long Island prepare for the 
arrival of a child from whom they have been long separated, including available 
pathways to reunification; how they are navigated by mothers and children?    
2. How did the child's arrival affect the mother’s life on Long Island? Especially work, 
family, and friendships?  
3. What contextual factors in the US. and in transnational mothers’ home countries 
influenced their decisions to reunify and their experiences of reunification?  
The first research question considered what conditions and circumstances were necessary 
for mothers to reunify with their children by gathering data about their options when they made 
the decision to reunify. To understand these conditions and circumstances (personal, legal, 
contextual) about the decision or time of reunification, I conducted 25 interviews with immigrant 
mothers from the Northern Triangle countries of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras. The 
women were recruited from three organizations: Central American Refugee Center 
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(CARECEN), SEPA Mujer and Workplace Project (Centro de Derechos Laborales). These 
interviews allowed me to understand that the decision was influenced by a number of personal, 
familial, legal and contextual factors but that in some cases children and caretakers also 
influenced the decision to reunify. It also affirmed what the current literature on transnational 
mothering discusses on the experience of sacrifice and transnational motherhood.  
The second question addressed the impact of the child’s arrival on mothers’ lives in this 
new stage of transnational mothering. Answering the question required discussion about family 
life, work life, living with a child that had aged from the last time they were together, and how 
the participants had to adjust their lives to receive their child in a new family with their US born 
children and new partners. I probed about how their lives changed after their arrival. 
Understanding the elements of this question allowed me to speak of the changes in their 
transnational experience with the arrival of their child(ren) and how they continued to sacrifice 
for their children and families even after reunification.  
The third question considered the experiences of reunification. The interview questions 
were guided by Ambiguous Loss Theory (Boss, 1999) and ambiguous reunification (Greif, 
2012). I analyzed whether mothers experienced ambiguous reunification with their children 
defined as a sense of feeling emotionally detached from their children. I also wanted to see if the 
mother’s struggled to gain trust, acceptance, and recognition for their sacrifice after a period of 
separation based on the length of separation, age of child at reunification, gender, and new 
family dynamics. I accomplished this by setting interview answers into the context of 
interpersonal relations with their children, family life, gender, and children’s ages at 
reunification. The third question about the experiences of reunification also attempted to 
understand how the many contextual and social factors, especially undocumented status and 
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violence, shaped their experiences of reunification. Since most of the study participants were 
recruited from organizations, the inquiry about the experiences of reunification also probed how 
these organizations were key in serving as a catalyst for personal and collective growth with 
other women like them, in addition to providing necessary legal, labor, and social services. 
Significance of the Study 
 This study of transnational mothering, reunification, and transformation after trauma 
advances current scholarship in social work practice with immigrant mothers and their families 
in several aspects. First, this study supports current research about transnational mothering that 
emphasizes the sacrifice mothers make for their children but also how children and caretakers 
have significant agency in the reunification process. Research illustrates children’s difficult 
experiences of reunification with their mothers (Suárez-Orozco, et al, 2002; Dreby, 2006), but 
the few publications that focus on the mothers’ perspectives, liminal legal status, and experiences 
fail to capture the entirety of the experience for Central American mothers and their children 
involved in the migration-reunification process. By combining the mothers’ perspectives with the 
children’s perspectives, this study contributes to the body of knowledge about transnational 
motherhood and the decision-making processes involved in migration, something that is largely 
overlooked in current scholarship. 
 Second, this study develops and extends the existing scholarship on the reunification 
process by focusing on the different patterns of reunification and how various factors influence 
decision-making for all actors, mothers, children, and caregivers. Dreby (2006) considered 
reunification of mothers with their children, writing that all actors had a say at different times in 
the process. Bonizzoni (2015) explored the consequences of reunification on motherhood, 
writing that reunification required mothers to remake their definitions and practices of 
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motherhood. This study supports such research by introducing various factors that affect 
reunification and its aftermath. 
 Third, this study can aid immigrant support organizations in understanding the complex 
choices and sacrifices mothers have to make for themselves and their families. This is especially 
important in the case of undocumented mothers and children who are already more vulnerable as 
a result of their marginalized statuses. As a result, immigrant service organizations must make a 
series of decisions about the practices and processes that can be implemented to better help their 
clients to integrate into their new communities and schools, to navigate the legal and criminal 
justice systems, and to address their past traumas. This last point is particularly important as 
migrant mothers worked diligently to advocate for themselves, their children, and their 
communities.  
Organization of the Dissertation 
 This dissertation is organized into eleven chapters, including the introduction to the 
study, which is summarized above.  
First, to set the context and background, I examine US immigration policy and migration 
from Central America since the 1965 Hart Cellar Act in Chapter 2. By demonstrating how the 
shifting immigration policy affected migration from Central America, this chapter lays the 
foundation for the purpose of the study and its significance.  
Next, I present the empirical literature on transnational motherhood, Central American 
transnational mothers, reunification, trauma, and violence in Chapter 3. The literature review 
discusses relevant research on transnational mothers and reviews major issues relevant to the 
study. In doing so, this chapter establishes the problem that my study addresses. Of particular 
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importance is the necessity of understanding the experiences of reunification from the 
transnational mothers’ standpoint.  
 In chapter 4, I review theoretical literature on transnational immigration, Ambiguous 
Loss Theory, and Feminist Standpoint Theory. Further, I discuss the concepts of structural 
violence, cumulative violence, compounded disadvantage, and posttraumatic growth. In 
combination with the literature review, the discussion of the theoretical foundations of this study 
provides an understanding of the research questions that guided my study.  
In Chapter 5, I present a research methodology designed to study the phenomenon of 
Central American transnational mothers’ experiences of immigration, separation, and 
reunification. This chapter describes the strategies I used to establish an interview protocol. It 
outlines the planning, preparation, and data collection methods, including the interview 
questions, recruitment methods, and follow-up questions.  
In Chapters 6-10, I present the study’s findings. The findings are organized into five 
major categories divided by chapter. These are: 1) Period of mother’s migration and journey to 
the US, 2) Life on Long Island and compounded disadvantage 3) Pathways to reunification and 
the impact of legal status 4) Experience of reunification and Ambiguous Loss, and 5) 
Posttraumatic growth (PTG), organizations, and mothers as advocates.  
Chapter 11 offers a detailed discussion and analysis of the study’s findings, including the 
five themes that emerged as relevant across the study. This chapter concludes with a review of 
the study’s implications for social work policy, practice, and further research. Finally, I offer 
several potential avenues for future research as well as practical recommendations for social 
workers and immigrant service organizations.  
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CHAPTER II: UNITED STATES IMMIGRATION POLICY AND MIGRATION FROM  
CENTRAL AMERICA 
United States immigration policy has been shaped by economic, political, and social 
interests that have varied over time according to geo-political concerns. Since the late 1800s, 
immigration policies established restrictions based on personal characteristics, such as health, 
qualifications, race, and religion;  national origin; and domestic labor demands (Chang-Muy & 
Congress, 2016). Family reunification, stated as one of the current pillars of immigration policy, 
was first introduced in the Quota Emergency Act of 1921, which strictly limited immigration by 
nationality. The Hart Cellar Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 established the central 
pillars of US immigration policy adding family reunification and diversity to the list of 
preferences. This law was critical to the lives of Central American migrants because it reinstated 
restrictions on the number of migrants to be admitted from the Americas, reversing previous 
policies (Gubernskaya & Dreby, 2018).  
This chapter outlines the historical changes to immigration policies beginning with Hart 
Cellar. I pay particular attention to changes that relate to the limitations on family reunification 
affecting Central American migrants. Consequently, this chapter begins with a discussion of the 
ways Hart Cellar affected Central American migration. Then, the chapter considers the 
conditions in Central America that prompted people to emigrate. The third section elaborates the 
ways that immigration status, including undocumented status impacts immigration experiences. 
The fourth section of this chapter discusses the increase in child migration from Central 
America. In the fifth section, policies created from 2016-2019, which criminalize asylum seekers 
and impede Central American family reunification, are evaluated. In the fifth section, actions 
taken post 2016, as part of a stated policy to severely limit migration across the southern border, 
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and to prevent the entrance of asylum seekers and persons seeking family reunification will be 
discussed. Here, I outline specific activities taken to implement this policy through deterrence, 
criminalization, and arrest and explore their effect on transnational families and children seeking 
reunification with their mothers working in the US.  
Hart Cellar and Central American Migration 
In 1921, the Quota Emergency Act first introduced the idea of family reunification 
(Maddali, 2016). This legislation utilized per country quotas to prioritize reunification of families 
of Northern and Western European origin, restricting almost all others from entering the country. 
However, it placed no restrictions on immigration from the Americas because of the high level of 
dependence on Mexico and Central America for low-cost agricultural labor and on the Caribbean 
for low-cost care work (American Anthropological Association [AAA], 2012). 
Replacing per country quotas, the Hart Cellar Act of 1965 created the “preference 
system,” which gave  priority to family members of US citizens and persons with specialized 
skills. However, unlike the 1921 Emergency Quota Act, Hart Cellar placed severe restrictions on 
immigration from the Americas, which  negatively affected the ability of residents of these 
countries to reunify families (Menjivar & Abrego, 2012). The Hart Cellar Act placed a 120,000 
limit for immigration from the entire Western Hemisphere, including North America, Central 
America, South America, and the Caribbean. Furthermore, after 1976, there was a strict per 
country limit introduced (Chishti e al., 2015).  
Consequently, the limitations and reunification hierarchy imposed by the Hart Cellar Act 
created barriers for many immigrants, especially those from Central America (Menjivar & 
Abrego, 2012). First, the per hemispheric and per country limit prevented a growing number of 
people from the Americas from entering the US by legal means. Second, the emphasis on nuclear 
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families also failed to consider adult children of permanent residents who had to wait for their 
relatives to naturalize before eligibility. This prolonged separation and made the condition 
indefinite for families from countries with severe backlog problems (Hwang & Parreñas, 2010).  
The Preference System and its Effect on Unskilled Labor and Domestic Workers  
When the US government eliminated guest worker programs such as the Bracero 
Program, which provided temporary labor visas to Mexican migrants, the need for workers, 
particularly in the agricultural, commercial, and care sectors, did not decrease. Many companies 
continued to recruit cheap labor from the south even without legal authorization for workers 
(Tichenor, 2002). The 1952 Immigration Act deemed domestic labor “unskilled labor,” and 
therefore excluded it from the occupational visa preference but the consequently, changes in the 
1965 Immigration Act reversed this (Huang & Parreñas, 2010). The 1965 law created the Labor 
Certification Program for Domestic Workers, which now included “live-in domestic workers” 
and established them as the sixth preference for eligibility of permanent residency. Workers 
since then have relied on employers to sponsor them, which relinquished the power of 
maintaining legal status to employers who may choose not to sponsor their employee after years 
of service (Huang & Parreñas, 2010).  
This system created a situation in which Caribbean, Mexican, and Central American 
workers were recruited to come to the US to serve as low-wage workers, but they were not 
offered more secure paths to legal citizenship without the sponsorship of their employer. Due to 
the oversubscription of immigrants from these regions and the lack of commitment from 
employers, legal status was not guaranteed. The limitations of legal migration combined to 
increase the number of undocumented workers from Central America in the US (Maddali, 2016). 
Lacking necessary legal documentation, these workers could not petition for reunion with family 
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members. Therefore, the changes made it impossible for undocumented mothers or mothers 
without sponsorship from their employers in this category to reunite with their children (Huang 
& Parreñas, 2010; Lee, 2015).  
Preference System for Refugees 
Hundreds of thousands of refugees from left-leaning regimes, including those in Cuba, 
Eastern Europe, South and Southeast Asia came to the US under the Refugee Escapee Act of 
1957, which established non-quota pathway for escapees from Communist countries (Tichenor, 
2003). However, the US did not recognize refugees from all countries who faced similar acts of 
war, violence, and genocide. This failure was especially obvious with respect to those 
governments with whom the US had strategic economic and political relations such as El 
Salvador and Guatemala (CRS, 2016; 2019).  
Since the 1950s, US political involvement in Central America to combat local insurgency 
movements and in developing economic alliances within these regions fostered a negative socio-
economic and political climate in Northern Triangle countries (Grandin & Oglesby, 2019). 
Large-scale migration from Guatemala and El Salvador to the US began in the late 1970s within 
the larger framework of US involvement in these countries’ affairs. The US. feared that 
progressive attempts to reduce poverty, allow workers to organize, and reform land would lead to 
alignment with Communism and therefore actively supported severe and violent repression, 
leading to civil war and scorched earth policies (Grandin & Oglesby, 2019). The political 
conflicts in both countries created profound social and economic dislocations that created the 
conditions for the vast emigration of individuals. Some migrated internally; others went to 
refugee camps in neighboring countries, and others took the journey to reach the US (Menjivar, 
2006).  
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During the 1980s, anti-insurgency efforts by the US government to eliminate guerrilla 
groups and support right-wing governments created a tumultuous period that fueled the exodus 
of migrants from these countries. Due to the ties and support from the US government, most 
refugees fleeing war were denied asylum. Characterizing the Salvadorans and Guatemalans as 
economic migrants, the US government denied that the Salvadoran and Guatemalan governments 
had violated the human rights of their people. This lack of recognition of human rights violations 
committed by the Salvadoran and Guatemalan governments denied immigrants the opportunity 
to be seen as asylees who needed the special protections afforded to refugees who fled similar 
situations of violence and oppression in their home countries. Had Salvadoran and Guatemalans 
been categorized as refugees, they would have been prioritized under the preference system of 
the Hart Cellar Act and other immigration policies (Gzesh, 2006).  
Causes of Central American Migration and United States Policy Reactions 
Despite the limits that were placed on legal forms of entry for Central Americans, they 
continued to arrive (CRS, 2016).Though civil wars in these countries ended in the 1990s, the 
resulting economic and social devastation left them economically depressed and in danger of 
other forms of violence born of poverty and dislocation (CRS, 2019; Pérez, 2013). Hence, the 
number of immigrants rose from approximately 6,000 in 1960 to nearly 3 million immigrants in 
2016 (Lesser & Batalova, 2017).  
During this time, the US government responded with the Immigration Reform and 
Control Act of 1986 (IRCA), which amended the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952, to 
better control unauthorized immigration and penalize employers who hired undocumented 
immigrants (Menjivar & Abrego, 2011). This law also created a pathway to legalization for a 
small percentage of Salvadoran and Guatemalan applicants who arrived before 1986. However, 
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many of those who arrived at the height of civil war in both countries were ineligible. 
Consequently, less than 3% of applicants who applied for asylum after 1986 were eligible 
(Menjivar & Abrego, 2011).  
Immigrant rights advocates, religious groups, and other organizations lobbied for asylum 
protections for applicants who had fled the dangers and horrors of the civil wars in El Salvador 
and Guatemala. In the court case American Baptist Churches v. Thornburgh, also known as the 
ABC case, religious organizations claimed that the administration had denied the political 
asylum claims of Salvadoran and Guatemalan refugees, arguing that prosecutions of those who 
assisted refugees violated their constitutional, statutory, and internationally recognized human 
rights (Gzesh, 2006). Their case was initially dismissed by Federal circuit courts in 1987 but was 
approved in 1991 by the US District Court in San Francisco allowing the reopening of denied 
political asylum claims and late applications by refugees who had been afraid to apply 
beforehand. The decision also granted class members work authorization and protection from 
deportation. The settlement agreement between the plaintiffs and the government concluded that 
government decisions on political asylum cases would not be influenced by foreign policy 
considerations as it had been for Salvadorans and Guatemalan who had previously applied for 
asylum (Gzesh, 2006; USCIS, 2008).  
Subsequently, in 1990, Congress established the Immigration Act of 1990 that gave 
190,000 Salvadoran immigrants Temporary Protected Status (TPS) through 1994. This 
established a uniform system for granting temporary protection to people in the US who were 
unable to return to their home countries because of a political or environmental catastrophe 
(Messick & Bergeron, 2014). However, the US only recognized the ongoing armed conflict in El 
Salvador and not in Guatemala at that time (USCIS, 2018). TPS suspended deportations for 
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recipients and allowed recipients to obtain work permits and driver’s licenses. However, the TPS 
designation was temporary and subject to government review every 18 months. It also did not 
allow TPS beneficiaries to sponsor family members and did not provide beneficiaries with a 
separate path to lawful permanent residence via green card or citizenship (American Immigration 
Council, 2018).  
In 1992, a year after the Immigration Act of 1990, the Salvadoran government signed the 
Peace Accords, ending their decade-long civil war. In 1996, the Peace Accords in Guatemala 
ended their 30-year civil war. Although this was an indication of peace, both countries were in a 
state of social and economic devastation and were marked by economic instability and growing 
gang violence (Martinez, 2018). These negative consequences contributed to the continued 
exodus of migrants from these two countries and later from neighboring Honduras.  
In 1996, the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) sent 
more border patrol agents to the Mexico-US border and punished immigrants who overstayed 
their visas. Under this Act, 42,000 Salvadorans and 54,000 Guatemalans were deported. This 
was the beginning of federal and local law enforcement collaboration that criminalized illegal 
immigration, and it continues today (Rosenblum & Brick, 2011). 
However, a year later Congress passed the 1997 Nicaraguan Adjustment and Central 
American Relief Act (NACARA), which provided automatic legalization for Nicaraguan and 
Cuban immigrants and refugees who fled their countries because of their seemingly oppressive 
socialist and communist governments (Jonas, 2013). As a result, Guatemalans and Salvadorans 
who had been involved in the ABC case demanded a form of partial compensation for the harsh 
effects of the immigration measures of the 1996 IIRIRA and for more lenient standards to be 
applied to their petitions to stop deportation proceedings (Jonas, 2013).  
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Political, social, and economic devastation continued in the Northern Triangle and also 
were compounded by profound natural disasters. In 1998, Hurricane Mitch devastated the 
northern region of Central America, impacting Honduras and El Salvador and causing thousands 
of deaths and leaving tens of thousands homeless (CRS, 2016). As a result, Hondurans left their 
country and migrated to the US Approximately 80,000 Hondurans as well as another 250,000 
Salvadorans were granted TPS (Rosenblum & Brick, 2011; USCIS, 2018).  
After the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, the US government responded with more 
aggressive anti-immigrant policies, notably the US Patriot Act of 2001. Immigration 
enforcement grew exponentially, and in 2003, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) 
replaced immigration-related functions formerly carried out by the INS into divisions within the 
new department. The enforcement of increased restrictions on immigration increased 
criminalization of immigrants. The continued increase in border control enforcement since then 
has led to hundreds of thousands of deportations of Central Americans. Immigrants from the 
Northern Triangle have experienced various forms of migration statuses and migration limbo due 
to the various immigration acts and changes to immigration policy. These statuses include 
permanent residency, TPS, naturalized citizenship, and undocumented status (Abrego, 2014). 
Central American Migration Status and Service Sector Work 
Legal migration was made available to migrants who entered the US before the 1976 
change to the Hart Cellar Act. Legal residency was also available to those who had been 
sponsored by employers and by family members who were legal residents to support family 
reunification (Hwang & Parreñas, 2010). After 1976, the majority of immigrants from El 
Salvador and Guatemala who were categorized as unauthorized immigrants to the US came due 
to the US policy towards the conflicts in those countries (Menjivar, 2006). The 1986 IRCA Act 
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granted amnesty to some of those undocumented immigrants according them legal permanent 
residency. In the early 1990s, Salvadorans were able to obtain TPS while others waited for the 
resolution of their asylum cases.  
The demand for paid domestic workers in the United States originated in the 1960s and 
continued to grow at the turn of the 20th century (Hwang & Parreñas, 2010). Migration from the 
Northern Triangle continued in the 1990s and 2000s due to violence and the demand for work in 
the US Specifically, there was an abundance of service sector jobs that would allow women and 
mothers an opportunity to support their children and families from abroad. This demand for low-
wage service sector employees for populations in Central America fleeing civil war, economic 
crisis, and environmental disasters provided an important survival option. Central American 
mothers, desperate to support their families, left their children in search of survival wages in the 
US (Schmalzbauer, 2008). These “push” and “pull” factors have transformed the social 
composition of families by creating nuclear families that existed across borders.  
Undocumented Migration from Central America 
Since 1980, Salvadorans, Guatemalans, and Hondurans represent the most significant 
flow of immigrants to the US, second to Mexicans (Lesser & Batalova, 2017). The lack of legal 
options for migration, family reunification, and asylum have not deterred migration to the US In 
fact, the need to flee violence in their home countries, support their family members who remain 
in Central America, and reunify with families after immigration has led to increased numbers of 
unauthorized immigrants from El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras (Lesser & Batalova, 
2017). Unauthorized migrants from these countries experience difficult and dangerous conditions 
traveling through Mexico. For women, these dangerous traveling conditions are especially risky 
because they face sexual assaults, robbery, kidnapping, and human trafficking en route to the US 
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(Hallock et al., 2018).  
According to the Migration Policy Institute (2017), women who migrate unlawfully by 
crossing the US-Mexico border are far more vulnerable to unsafe conditions and are more at risk 
for sexual assault than men. It is estimated that 70% of women who cross without spouses or 
other families are sexually assaulted during the border crossing (Sreeharsha, 2010). 
Consequently, women have been encouraged by the ABC case take birth control pills before 
traveling across the border in anticipation of the sexual assault (Fernandez, 2019; Sreeharsha, 
2010). In general, undocumented and documented immigrants take many risks during their 
search for economic well-being. Migrants assume these risks for the benefit of themselves and 
their families. Fleeing violence and seeking family reunification are particularly strong 
motivators for migrants, despite the risks (Donato, 2015).  
The Flores Settlement and Trafficking Victims Protection Act 
The continued violence, economic erosion, and social disruption in Northern Triangle 
countries contributed to the continuous exile of men, women, and even child asylees. Because of 
the increasingly dangerous migration conditions, the US. government was forced to pay attention 
to victims of human trafficking, primarily children. In response to the number of children who 
were detained by immigration agents, the 1997 Flores Settlement mandated that they be released 
from immigration detention to their parents, other adult relatives, or licensed programs in the US 
within 20 days (Lopez, 2012). Ten years later in 2008, Congress passed the William Wilberforce 
Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization Act (TVPRA). This Act codified parts of the 
Flores Settlement into Federal law. The TVPRA was created to protect victims of human 
trafficking and included provisions for UAC, the majority whom are from the Northern Triangle 
countries (Donato & Sisk, 2015). 
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The TVPRA requires that after an unaccompanied child is screened by Customs and 
Border Protection (CBP) officers, they must be transferred to custody of the Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) within the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), typically 
within a 72-hour period, for care and further screening (Galli, 2018). This requirement puts 
children in the care of an agency set up to safeguard their best interests rather than an agency 
whose mission is to enforce immigration laws. The Flores Settlement and the TVPRA were 
designed to protect children and to facilitate the initial reunification of children with their 
relatives while they await an immigration court hearing (Galli, 2018). The children can also be 
turned over to the care of the Department of Health and Human Services, which directs their 
placement with family members or “in the least restrictive setting” that is in the best interests of 
the child while officials explore reuniting those children with family members (Lakosil, 2018). 
Current Migration Forces and the Increase in Unaccompanied Children 
The Northern Triangle region of Central America has struggled with problems of 
violence and poverty since the 1950s. Moreover, years of civil war in the latter part of the 20th 
century in El Salvador and Guatemala, the effects of which spilled over into Honduras, and a 
series of natural disasters in the decades following have decimated the economic and social 
stability in the region. Such insecurity has led to increased migration, particularly among women, 
despite the risks associated with the journey (Perez, 2013; CRS, 2019).  
However, since 2014, there has been an increase in migration from more vulnerable 
social groups, especially children and youth (Hallet & Arnold, 2018). From 2014 to 2018, almost 
60,000 unaccompanied minors travelled to the US-Mexico border, seeking apprehension and to 
be reunified with absent parents (Pew Research, 2018). Reports issued by the Migration Policy 
Institute and Congressional Research Service showed that there were various reasons for this 
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surge (CRS, 2016; Chisti & Hipsman, 2014). The first addressed widespread extralegal killing 
and human rights abuses in Northern triangle countries. These abuses are committed Not only by 
transnational gangs like the MS-13, but also by institutional agents including the police, military, 
and other agents of the Northern Triangle governments (Hallet & Arnold, 2018). Many children 
and adolescents have sought asylum in the US due to the ubiquitous violence in their 
communities (Hallock et al., 2018). Because the family members caring for them believe that can 
no longer keep them safe, they seek asylum and reunification with family in the US (CRS, 2016; 
2019).  
In 2014, the US government created the Central American Minors program (CAM) to 
address the surge of UAC coming to the US The program allowed immigrants who were 
lawfully present in the US to apply for refugee status or humanitarian parole on behalf of their 
children under age 21, as well as their spouses and grandchildren who were living in El Salvador, 
Guatemala, or Honduras. It was considered a safe alternative to a dangerous journey north 
through Mexico (UCIS, 2018). While CAM worked as a way to reunite some families, the 
program failed to stem the flow of unaccompanied children, due to the fact that there was no real 
programmatic attempt to address the social, environmental and geopolitical causes of the 
violence that plagued children. (CRS, 2019).   
Criminalization, Ending Asylum, and Family Separation, 2016-2019 
The preceding sections have reviewed US policies affecting Central American migration, 
up to and including the surge of unaccompanied alien children seeking urgent reunification with 
their US based parents, due to increasing violence in their home countries (CRS, 2019; UNHRC, 
2014) 
Since his 2016 inauguration, President Trump and his administration- sought immigration 
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change and the elimination of Central American migration as a whole (Pierce, et al., 2018). For 
starters, the Trump administration abruptly and discreetly ended the CAM program in April 2018 
as a way to discourage reunification of children and their parents in the US accusing them of 
being potential gang members (Castillo, 2018, USCIS, 2017). The CAM program was designed 
to address the humanitarian concerns of child migrants fleeing violence and facilitating a safe 
and legal reunification with their parents.  
The Justice Department under the Trump administration also sought to change the 
conditions of both the Flores Settlement and the Trafficking Victims Protection Act, leaving 
minimal protections for unaccompanied alien children and few options for safe and legal 
reunification with their families in the US (Elkin & Smith, 2018). They have sought to rescind 
these laws that protect immigrant minors and victims of trafficking by expediting deportation 
procedures for Central American children within 48 hours giving them and their families’ very 
little opportunity to search for legal counsel or appeal their deportation. Ultimately this puts them 
in grave danger by sending them back to the place they were fleeing in the first place.  
Another serious impact to the human rights of Central American unaccompanied alien 
children from Northern Triangle countries came with the 2019 implementation of the Trump 
Administration’s Zero Tolerance policy which was issued by the Department of Justice that 
began to criminally prosecute all suspected illegal border-crossers for illegal entry, even those 
who crossed for the first time (CRS, 2019). A consequence of this policy was that adults who 
came with children as families underwent separations when parents or adult relatives were 
charged with unlawful entry. An estimated 3,000 families were separated resulting in children 
being separated from parents, without maintaining records as to the location, contact 
information, names, and US registration data of their parents.  
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This attempt to separate families was intentionally used as a deterrent to pressure migrant 
families from trying to enter the US at the Mexican border (Galli, 2018). Whole families have 
been arriving in large numbers as they flee from violence and deep poverty in Central America. 
The administration’s policy was to utilize its own collaborating agencies to provide family 
tracing services as differentiated from international agencies with knowledge of tracing 
procedures, lengthening the procedures. During this time, the children were moved away from 
their parents detained at the border, again contrary to international standards, and placed with 
foster families (Galli, 2018) 
The second such policy requires that any family member who comes to identify 
themselves as the guardian of the child in the US must be a biological family member or legal 
guardian living here legally (DHS, 2018). Even though this modification to the Privacy Act was 
not implemented by Trump and the Department of Justice, ICE has been forcing ORR to share 
identities of everyone living in the home where the minor was being released to (Vera Institute, 
2018). Due to the policies described earlier in this document, many biological family members 
are not currently living legally in the US.  
Furthermore, the previous administration ended TPS for Salvadorans and Hondurans in 
2018, leaving over 250,000 immigrants who have been in the US for over two decades 
vulnerable to deportation by September 2019 (Gonzalez, 2018). Many TPS recipients have 
family members, especially children, who are US citizens. They are often employed, pay taxes 
and may own their own homes (American Immigration Council, 2019).    
Policy Impact on Central American Families 
Until 2014, the migration and settlement processes were incredibly precarious; however, 
options for status regularization, asylum request, and TPS provided protection against 
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deportation. The aforementioned policy changes prevent many undocumented and TPS 
immigrants from reunification with their children because they can no longer produce documents 
that state that they are in the country legally. Should they present themselves to claim their 
children, they could be deported at that moment and their children sent to foster care. Children 
have been detained in overcrowded and dismal detention centers and have not been urgently 
placed with family members, including their mothers, who reside in the US Children who have 
arrived as unaccompanied minors and have been placed with family members have also been 
scrutinized and labelled as gang members in a local crackdown to fight gangs in places such as 
Long Island, New York (Dreir, 2018a).  
Despite the actions of the US administration from 2016-2020 concerning migrant 
children and adolescents from Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala, migrants continue to 
arrive in increasing numbers (CRS, 2019). Many of these minors are being sent for by their 
families in the US According to scholars on Central American immigration “the high rates of 
violence, dying on the migrant trail, the possibility of incarceration, and even family separation 
upon arrival seem like a better option for many desperate families than the risks they face at 
home” (Hallet & Arnold, 2018, p.2). In light of these policy and enforcement changes, I 
examined the precise role of Central American transnational mothers’ experiences in sending for 
these children, arranging their passage and their reasons for making these choices.  
Summary 
This chapter has summarized the evolution of US immigration policy as it concerns 
Central American migrants. It presented both the factors that have driven immigration from 
Central America, particularly El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras and the US policy 
response. Increasingly unstable conditions in Northern Triangle countries, created by civil wars, 
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gang and governmental violence, and natural disasters, have been motivators for migrants despite 
the risks associated with the journey. United States immigration policy has created and rejected 
various legal protections for Central American migrants. It is within the context of the myriad 
factors propelling migration and the increasingly aggressive  US policy response, that 
transnational Central American mothers must navigate family reunification. Consequently, there 
is an increasing reliance on informal means to reunite families, which accounts for the surge in 
unaccompanied minors and whole families arriving at the US-Mexico border. 
Chapter 3 presents a review of the recent literature on migration and gender, transnational 
families and mothering from abroad, and conditions of reunification of families after migration 
and separation.  
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Chapter III: LITERATURE REVIEW 
The following chapter provides an overview of the growing literature on transnational 
migration, transnational families, and transnational motherhood, as well as an overview of the 
current literature on the experience of reunification of transnational families. This literature is 
important to understand the experiences of immigration and separation of families across borders 
and the dynamics of their relationships, social networks of support; patterns, practices, and ways 
of being amidst distance, and uncertainty that dictate the conditions of their separation and 
timing of their reunification (Menjivar, 2012). Examining the literature on transnational 
migration, transnational families, and reunification is key to understanding the factors that 
influence Central American transnational mothers’ initial migration, motherhood during a period 
of prolonged separation, as well as their choices and pathways for reunification in the current 
context.  
Transnational migration is a concept that recognizes the reality of migrants who have left 
their home countries, but whose daily lives depend on interconnections across international 
borders and whose identities are represented by more than one country (Glick-Schiller, Basch, & 
Blanc, 1995). This literature review examines the experiences of transnational mothers separated 
from their children and the emotional, psychological, and economic sacrifices that women make 
when mothering from abroad. Undoubtedly, the reunification experiences of transnational 
mothers also merit attention and further study. The phase of reunification has been examined by 
sociologists, psychologists, and social workers and centers on the experiences of the children 
who have reunified with their parents. However, the literature does not examine the experiences 
of their mothers who plan, prepare, and arrange for their children to come to them. 
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Mahler’s (1999) study on Salvadorans on Long Island in the 1990s is seminal and unique. 
Her research provides an in-depth look at the Salvadoran transnational migrants’ lived 
experiences when considering their living and working arrangements in the suburbs of Long 
Island. However, her study failed to address the experiences of how transnational mothers made 
their lives away from their children and reunited with them after a period of time. Since this 
study, there have been no further studies on Salvadorans or Central Americans on Long Island. 
This dissertation tries to fill the gap left in Mahler’s study by exploring the interpersonal family 
dynamics and contextual issues encountered by mothers and their children from Central America 
when preparing for and after family reunification.  
The overall purpose of this chapter is to analyze the existing literature that examines the 
role of Central American transnational mothers, their experiences of mothering from abroad, and 
the experiences of reunification with their children. Additionally, the conditions of their 
migration and the experience of separation are important in understanding reunification and the 
various outcomes that may come about. This chapter is organized into three major sections:  
1. Migration and Gender vs. Transnational Families 
2. Central American Transnational Mothers Enduring Violence and Living Trauma 
3. Conditions of Reunification  
Migration and Gender vs. Transnational Families 
 In the last 20 years, feminist social scientists who have studied gender and migration 
have created a rich body of literature that explores the experiences of immigrant women, their 
family lives, and the concept of motherhood within the context of “mothering from across 
borders” (Hewitt, 2009, p. 121). The scholarship on the labor and familial experiences of 
transnational mothers from Mexico, the Philippines, and countries in the Caribbean has been 
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influential for examining the various points of intersection between migration, gender, and labor 
(Dreby, 2006; Hondageneu-Sotelo & Avila, 1997; Horton, 2008; Parreñas, 2005). These works 
use various variables and constructs to explore how social, cultural, political, and economic 
structures create several issues for migrant women who operate as immigrants, workers, and 
mothers in the new context of reception.  
Past scholarship deprioritizes women’s involvement in international migration. 
Researchers primarily viewed women migrants as dependents of male immigrants (as partners, 
wives, daughters, and mothers) (Frank & Wildsmith, 2005; Glick et al., 1995). Studies that 
included women examined the effects of migration on union dissolution in a bi-national context 
because of the amount of time and distance that separated couples. These studies demonstrated 
that higher male migration levels were often accompanied by higher female migration. Women 
migrate for a number of reasons, not all of which depend on relationships with men (Hondagneu-
Sotelo & Avila, 1997; Pessar & Mahler, 2003). Nonetheless, in the past 20 years, research has 
shifted from a focus on gender and migration that focuses on women who migrate as mothers 
who form part of transnational families with children or spouses remaining in their home 
countries to transnational family migrations that focuses on the dynamics of migration that are 
fluid, step-wise, and in stages (Ciurlo, 2015; Hondegneu-Sotelo & Avila, 1997, 2000; Pessar & 
Mahler, 2003; Smith, 2006). Stepwise migration refers to “the migration pattern of families who 
immigrate alone while leaving members behind in their country of origin with the intention of 
reunification in the near future” (Suarez-Orozco, Bang, & Kim, 2002, p. 626).  
Gendered Migration for Central American Migrants 
In a pioneering series of studies on Salvadorans on Long Island, Sara Mahler documented 
the difficult life experiences of both men and women who represented much of the Island’s 
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working class in the 1990s (Mahler, 1995; 1999). The studies examined Salvadoran immigrants’ 
transnational experiences and those of their families, both on Long Island and in El Salvador. 
The research suggested that migration of both men and women impacts traditional gender roles 
in their home countries and in their new destinations, which, in turn, affects their family 
relationships. Women take on an important role of not only emotional caretakers of their families 
but also providers who send remittances to children back home. Mahler (1999) noted that even 
with significant numbers of both men and women having emigrated abroad, gender relations and 
gendered expectations did not significantly change (1999). She also found that Salvadoran 
female immigrants were more likely to stay in the United States, compared to their male 
counterparts who were more likely to return to their home country. Salvadoran female 
immigrants remained because of their ability to acquire more economic and social liberties in the 
United States compared to back home (Mahler, 1999).  
Studies on gender relations and dynamics of Central American mothers and fathers also 
note that mothers felt guiltier about their choice to migrate and leave children behind and are 
subject to more judgement for “abandoning” their children. Traditional gender norms of mothers 
being close to their children and adhering to their daily emotional and physical needs as opposed 
to their fathers who are expected to be the primary breadwinners are reflected here (Menjivar, 
2012). 
Financial Sacrifice: Mothers’ Remittances Sent Back Home 
Remittances from immigrants in the United States are an important contributor to Central 
American economies. Like the Philippines, countries in Central America intentionally rely on the 
continual support from remittances from migrants in the United States as an economic 
development strategy for their countries (Orozco, 2018; Tyner, 1999). According to the World 
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Bank, remittances accounted for about 10% or more of the Gross Domestic Product of El 
Salvador (16.5%), Honduras (15.7%), and Guatemala (10%) (Orozco, 2018). Studies on how 
gender affects remittance practices of transnational migrants to El Salvador have found that 
although men hold better jobs and are legalized to a higher degree than women, their remittances 
are lower and less consistent (Abrego, 2014). As a result, transnational mothers with children in 
El Salvador are often thriving economically whereas transnational fathers meet the bare 
minimum of their families’ needs. Abrego (2014) argued that because of gendered social (and 
moral) expectations, women tend to make extreme sacrifices. They often enter into new 
relationships abroad to share expenses and remit more to their children. Men tend to spend more 
money on recreation and drinking, and to diminish their home ties over time, especially when 
they find new partners abroad.  
Most transnational mothers share similar stories of sacrifice and extreme self-deprivation. 
Some endure violent relationships for the sake of their children’s economic stability. It is not 
uncommon for Central American mothers to put their children’s economic livelihood ahead of 
their personal safety. Putting their children’s needs above their own, many transnational mothers 
send most of their resources to their home countries. Although it is possible that their children 
benefit economically and educationally from their sacrifices, these migrant women have little 
economic savings to support themselves in their new lives in the US (Abrego, 2014; Mahler, 
1999; Shmaulzbauer, 2008). They also spend a considerable amount of time working in jobs that 
make it difficult to raise and support their children directly. When families reunify, the demands 
of work also often negatively impact mothers’ ability to “be around” for their children once they 
do come to the US for reunification. 
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Motherhood, Family, and Transnational migration  
Influenced by feminist scholars seeking to better understand the complex intersections 
between gender, family, and migration, a body of research on transnational migration has 
emerged. The research exploring transnational migration has also used motherhood as a lens 
(Abrego, 2014; Carling, Menjívar, & Schmalzbauer, 2012; Dreby, 2006; Foner & Dreby, 2011). 
By using motherhood as a framework, research exploring elements of family dynamics and 
socially constructed patterns of behavior of motherhood, allows researchers to dissect its 
implications upon context of distance, prolonged separation, new family arrangements, and legal 
uncertainty.  
Studies on transnational families and motherhood in particular connect to transnational 
parenting, which is the outcome of a complicated set of negotiations (and often precarious 
understandings) between parents, designated caregivers, and their children. In this context, 
mothers, fathers, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and other relatives are drawn into a mix of 
emotions, duties, and reciprocities that are interwoven with gender and generational hierarchies 
and ideologies (Dreby, 2006; Mummert, 2005). This is central when examining reunification of 
mothers with their children following years of living apart. Research on transnational migration 
and transnational mothering has identified several contradictions regarding the experiences and 
perceptions of motherhood within a transnational context. Scholars have explored the 
transformation but also conservation of gender roles, increased financial access but limited social 
mobility and the enduring impact of migratory status (Abrego, 2014; Dreby, 2006; Foner & 
Dreby, 2011; Schmalzbauer, 2004). 
Transnational migration theory addresses the realities of families who are economically, 
politically, and socially rooted in more than one state (Solheim, Zeid, & Ballard, 2016). For 
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transnational mothers, daily life involves the constant negotiation of geographies, economics, 
and social and familial roles. Yet, since the late 20th century, transnationalism has also become 
an increasingly contradictory process. Glick-Schiller, et al. (2005) define transnationalism as the 
process by which immigrants build social fields that link together their country of origin and 
their country of settlement. Of particular interest to this proposal, transnationalism has taken on 
the characteristics of economic, social, and political connections and processes where 
“transmigrants” develop and maintain multiple relations that span across borders (Glick-Schiller, 
et al., 2005). As borders remain permeable for individuals willing to perform specific types of 
work, however, the difficulties of bringing children or other family members illustrate their 
increasing impenetrability (Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila, 1997).  
Ultimately, the literature has evolved to include research on transformation but also 
conservation of gender roles, increased financial access but limited social mobility, and the 
enduring impact of migratory status on transnational Central American mothers and their 
experience of mothering when separated from their children and in this new context of reception. 
Migration is gendered, and as Mahler (1999) argued,  
gender and transnationalism grow in importance as central theoretical principles 
in migration scholarship and as key characteristics of migration change. For 
example, the rising magnitude and multitude of migrations; the increasing 
proportion of women migrating; and the access migrants have to rapid 
transportation, telecommunications, and other technologies that facilitate 
transnational processes.” (p. 693) 
Gender and transnationalism is relevant to the proposed research because it unveils the dynamics 
of family reorganization upon migration and even upon reunification. It also highlights the 
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gendered experience of mothering in the context of planning for reunification and that of 
children with their mothers.  
Transnational Families and Ambiguous Loss 
The internal dynamics of family reorganization in transnational family processes are 
connected to broader structural forces. Family rearrangements and specifically transnational 
mothering are described as one of love and loss, emotional proximity upon physical distance, 
need and sacrifice, loneliness and waiting, and continual restructuring of family practices and 
roles (Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila, 1997). When thinking about these paradoxical phenomena, 
Ambiguous Loss Theory (Boss, 1999) is a useful conceptual framework that can be applied to 
the experiences of transnational mothers and the experience of loss after migration, separation 
and then in reunification.  
Boss (1999) described ambiguous loss as stress caused to the family as a result of change 
in the family system. Ambiguous Loss Theory focuses on the impact of people’s experience of 
love and loss due to the ambiguous nature of the circumstance in which their experience of loss 
takes place. Ambiguous loss is defined as grief that is “unclear, indeterminate,” either because 
the outcome is unknown or because the relations involved are ambiguous” (Boss, 1999, p. 18).  
There are two types of ambiguous loss. First, a family member is physically absent but 
psychologically present (such as the case of a missing person or a parent after divorce). 
Contrarily a person can be physically present, but psychologically absent (such as in the case of 
someone with dementia or brain damage) (Boss, 1999). This stress can result in an emotional 
state of “frozen grief” when loved ones are separated from each other.  
Other authors have expanded the notion of ambiguous loss and applied it to the study of 
transnational families (Solheim & Ballard, 2016). Their studies have helped identify some of the 
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unique and complex realities of boundary-spanning relationships in transnational families with 
experiences of (1) emotional toll, (2) boundary ambiguity and (3) concrete stressors (Solheim & 
Ballard, 2016). Specific factors about the circumstances of family separation may contribute to 
the degree of distress and familial ambiguity (Solheim & Ballard, 2016).  
Loss and waiting are permanent states of being for transnational mothers and their “left 
behind” children. This type of loss is a form of disenfranchised loss (Schapiro et al., 2013), a 
type of loss that is not “recognized, validated, or supported by the social world of the mourner” 
(Schapiro et al., 2013, p. 59). In contrast to traditional grief, ambiguous loss often involves 
ongoing losses, such as reminders of a distant parent, or a series of continuing losses, as with the 
decline of a loved one with a debilitating disease. Schapiro et al. (2013) noted that “despite the 
ongoing nature of the loss, individuals and family members have the potential to recover and 
thrive by learning how to manage the stress” (p. 56).  Boss (2004) also stated that ambiguous 
loss is not a problem for every family or family member and that some families and family 
members live with the loss without any issues. This is affected to a greater or lesser degree by 
rigid cultural norms, limited ability to fulfill perceived roles, and uncertain possibility of 
reunification.  
The literature on transnational families highlights the experience of sacrifice and pain 
lived by transnational mothers who leave their children behind for indefinite periods of time 
(Abrego, 2014; Dreby; 2006; Hondegneu-Sotelo; 1997; Horton, 2009; Menjivar, 2012; Parreñas, 
2001). Mothers may experience ambiguous loss to a more significant degree; being away from 
their children and having no secure plan for reunification contributes to this state of uncertainty 
(Solheim, Zaid, & Ballard, J. (2016).  
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Global Transnational Motherhood 
Research on gendered immigration and transnational motherhood has been explored 
globally by scholarship on immigrant women from various countries. Raijman et al. (2003) 
indicated the importance of understanding migration patterns to various developed countries 
around the world. There are various commonalities across national contexts in the United States, 
newly industrialized Asian countries, and the oil-rich nations of the Middle East, where female 
migrant workers are imported as cheap labor to occupy gender-specific jobs. In places like Israel 
and Italy, migration scholars have found that transnational mothers, many who are Latina 
immigrants, faced the same challenges as undocumented female workers in the United States 
(Raijman, et. al, 2003). However, Latina immigrants in Israel also faced increased difficulties 
due to their non-Jewish status, which was an impediment to receiving citizenship or “permanent 
resident” status. Therefore, they were bound to remain excluded from the dominant regime of 
incorporation in the host country (Raijman et al., 2003). 
Research has explored the experiences of transnational Filipino mothers who work 
abroad in the care industry (Parreñas, 2005; Uy-Tioca, 2007). In 2004, of the almost one million 
documented Filipino workers who sought work overseas, 75% were women, many of whom left 
children behind to be cared for by husbands and extended family (Uy-Tioca, 2007). Though 
Filipino immigrant workers enter the global workforce as nurses or domestic workers, many 
have work visas in the host countries, professional health care jobs, and the opportunity to 
establish permanent residence after some time. These women experience greater protections, 
which allows them the chance to bring their children to visit for short or long periods and the 
possibility to return home to visit their families, if they choose.  
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Recent research on transnational motherhood has also explored the strong emotional ties 
and traditional gender roles for women who migrate without their children (Parreñas, 2006). The 
resulting negative perception of mothers has resulted in in intergenerational tension in the family 
and discouraged the reconstitution of gender roles. The consequences and coping mechanisms of 
transnational Filipino mothers and the perception of their children back home is part of this 
ground-breaking research which looks at the interpersonal relationships, strains, and challenges 
for transnational mothers separated from their children and the responses of children who have 
been separated. Some children recognized the experience of transnational mothering and 
migration as an important sacrifice for their well-being, but there are also those who are resentful 
for their mothers leaving them behind.  
Parreñas (2001) argued that the experiences of Filipino transmigrants mothering from a 
distance includes painful sacrifices for both mothers who leave and children who are left behind. 
These experiences are like those of Latina migrants studied by Menjivar, Abrego, and 
Hondegneu-Sotelo (1997) in the following ways that demonstrate a similar gendered experience 
of motherhood. Mothers experience emotional strain, guilt, and overall hardship when separated 
from their children. Their incorporation in the labor market as vulnerable domestic workers 
(nannies, housekeepers, elder care workers) is like Latina transmigrants. However, one of the 
most significant commonalities between Filipina and Latina transmigrants is the 
intergenerational responses, primarily from the children left behind, that range from appreciation 
to resentment (Parreñas, 2001; Abrego, 2014).  
Latina Transnational Mothers  
Feminist social scientists studying gender and immigration have also begun to analyze 
and theorize based upon the experiences of Latina immigrants; specifically, such scholars have 
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examined what happens when mothers migrate and are separated from their children. Themes 
explored by the pioneering work of Abrego (2014), Dreby (2006), Hondageneu-Sotelo and Avila 
(1997), and Schmalzbauer (2008) considered the organizational arrangement of transnational 
motherhood and the emergent meaning of motherhood in relation to traditional gender roles, 
work and migration status. 
In exploring the experiences of transnational mothers and the transformation or 
continuation of traditional gender roles with women from Latin America, researchers have 
documented the complex challenges that migrant mothers who work in the domestic sector 
encounter (Hondegneu-Sotelo & Avila, 1997, 2003; Parreñas, 2001). These challenges include 
labor exploitation, abuse, and the emotional weight of caring for children other than their own 
(Hondegneu-Sotelo & Avila, 1999). Others have studied the issue through a gendered lens by 
examining the experiences of both fathers and mothers. Dreby (2006) argued that fathers also 
experience emotional consequences because of separation from their children and families. This 
ethnographic study of Mexican transnational migrant mothers and fathers in New Jersey revealed 
that although parents behaved in similar ways, their emotional responses and migration patterns 
were different. These differences were tied to traditional gender roles that uphold women’s 
traditional reproductive role as mothers and fathers as financial providers above all else. 
The gendered division of labor mandates that the father’s role is to sustain the family 
economically even if it means doing so from a distance for an indefinite amount of time. Avila 
(2008) noted that since fathers are expected to do anything possible to support their families, 
sometimes migration becomes the only option. Mothers, on the other hand, are expected to 
reproduce family life by being physically and emotionally present to foster family cohesion and 
the overall well-being of all members of the family. When women choose to partake in the 
43 
productive and social reproductive role from a distance, this dissonance generates emotional 
stress in transnational families. Existing literature suggests that mothers encounter greater 
challenges due to culturally created gender ideologies about women’s and men’s roles and 
attitudes that continue to see women’s migration as less socially acceptable than men’s migration 
(Avila, 2008).  
It is important to note that not all these studies found the same gender differences 
regarding the emotional toll on the migratory parent. Since many transnational mothers tend to 
be single parents, they rely on alternative child rearing arrangements with extended family 
members like grandparents and aunts (Schapiro, 2012). In contrast, transnational fathers, whose 
migration is seen as a fulfillment of the provider role, rely on their wives back home to care for 
their children and to assist in the cultivation of father/child bonds (Abrego, 2014). 
In their study on transnational gender relations, Barajas and Ramirez (2007) found that 
Mexican immigrant women in the United States gained a greater voice and more authority within 
their transnational family, but the division of labor remained unequal after migration. In the case 
of the transnational mothers in this study, they worked up to three jobs, and still maintained their 
household responsibilities and supervision of their children’s care. Transnational fathers, on the 
other hand, looked to their children’s mothers to continue to carry on household responsibilities 
and all the childcare. By relying on women to carry on the responsibilities of the household and 
childcare, immigrant mothers and fathers maintain traditional patriarchal gender role 
expectations (Avila, 2008). 
Even though most of the research has shown that the practice of taking on new duties as 
workers allows women to challenge traditional ideologies of motherhood, such ideologies have 
not completely been erased. While traditional ideologies may become less rigid, their continued 
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existence encourages transnational working mothers to assume a “super mother” character that 
prevails across borders and space (Hewett, 2009). 
Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila (1997) argued that Latina transnational mothers represent a 
variation in mothering that is often overlooked by researchers and policy makers. For 
transnational mothers, work is essential to their children’s survival, and consequently, they 
transform their mothering role to accommodate the need to work. This creates a global care chain 
which links them to other caretakers. According to Hochschild (2000), this “global care chain” 
create a link from mothers to the caretakers of their children as well as themselves as caretakers 
of other children, which is a direct consequence of globalization and the feminization of the 
global labor market.  
Central American Transnational Mothers  
Central American women share several attributes and experiences with Mexican, West 
Indian, Filipina, and even Chinese transnational mothers. However, Central American women 
have been migrating alone since the 1965 Immigration Act, making mothering from afar the 
norm rather than the exception. Early literature on transnational mothers from Mexico and the 
West Indies demonstrated the economic agency of transnational mothers as providers for their 
children and the shift in traditional gender roles for migrant women (Dillon & Walsh, 2012; 
Hondegneu-Sotelo, 1999).  
In the last decade, greater attention has been given to transnational mothers from Central 
America and their family dynamics. This attention has focused on the experiences of separation 
and sacrifice of mothers (Abrego, 2009, 2015; Menjivar, 2013, 2015; Schmalzbauer, 2004). 
Scholarly interest in Central American women is likely due to the growing number of migrants 
from El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala to the United States in the last ten years. Between 
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2007 and 2015, the number of Central American immigrants increased by 25% (Cohn, Passel, & 
Gonzalez-Barrera, 2017). Even though men outnumber women migrants from Central America, 
45% of Salvadoran and Honduran migrants and 42% of Guatemalan migrants are women 
(Rosenblum & Brick, 2011). The increased migration of Central American women means that 
many women are the primary breadwinners of their household and that there is a growing 
demand for gendered work for them (George, 2005).   
Since the 1980s, Central Americans, have represented the second most significant flow of 
immigrants coming to the United States after Mexicans (Lessar & Bartola, 2018). Because of 
political and economic reasons, men have dominated the flow of immigrants throughout the 20th 
century. However, changes in US immigration policy, which allows for family reunification, and 
transformations in the labor market, which emphasize a demand for workers in the service sector, 
have greatly altered the gender composition of immigrants. Recently, women increasingly 
immigrate to the United States to pursue their own employment opportunities. The expanding 
presence of women has implications for facilitating the long-term settlement of Central 
American immigrants in this country and the increase in the migration of children and 
adolescents since 2014 (Martinez, 2014).  
Fragmented families resulting from immigration are not uncommon in Central American 
countries. For example, Mahler (2009) noted that before, during, and after El Salvador’s Civil 
War (1979-1990), men made up the majority of immigrants, leaving wives and children behind. 
They had the obligation to find employment and send money to their families. When husbands 
migrated, wives stayed behind to maintain the family unit while their husbands worked abroad. 
When these men left their countries, they crossed dangerous borders, joined other family 
members, looked for work, and survived under menial living and working conditions. As poor 
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women without the resources to gain legal documentation to come to the US began to migrate, 
their circumstances became equally difficult and even riskier because of the long and unsafe 
journey through Mexico to the US Sexual assault and robbery at the hands of institutional agents 
and others is common for Central American migrants in their travels. This institutional, legal, 
and interpersonal violence also continues in the US, where women often face discrimination and 
sexual harassment in the workplaces and in their new communities as well (Hallock, Ruiz-Soto, 
& Fix, 2018).  
Alternative Family Arrangements  
In order for mothers from Central America to come to the US, they must establish family 
arrangements to supply sufficient family care for their own children. Interdependent kin systems 
are prevalent in Latin American societies, where members of the extended family step in to care 
for the elderly, those who may be ill, or other family member´s children when needed. 
Intergenerational ties within families usually create strong relationships with grandparents, 
siblings, and godparents. Many women who leave their country rely on their own female kin, 
especially their biological mothers, to assume the principal role of caretaker for their children 
(Abrego, 2014; Hondagnue-Sotelo & Avila, 1997; Salazar, 2001). These other mothers raise and 
care for the children and take on the primary role in the children’s care. Meanwhile, mothers 
abroad send periodic remittances to maintain the household and the children financially. In some 
cases, the father may be absent; if he does remain to care for the children, there is usually some 
significant assistance from another family member, such as a grandmother, aunt, or sister 
(Horton, 2008).  
Even with these commonplace scenarios, no one normative family arrangement 
predominates. Although the traditional patriarchal family remains prevalent, this does not 
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represent many families in the context of immigration; there are a variety of mothering 
arrangements.  
According to Avila (2008), when transnational mothers leave, fathers typically do not 
stay behind to cultivate a positive image of them. No one is there to construct the hero-like image 
of the mother who is off alone, working hard to make a living for her children. Instead, mothers 
must rely on other women to help them care for their children, and they must “do the emotional 
work” to construct a positive image of themselves for their children and maintain the 
mother/child bond from across the border (Avila, 2008, p. 128). Through phone calls, text 
messages, and letters directly to their children, transnational mothers perform their own 
emotional work (Uy-Tioca 2008). They attempt to convey mothering characteristics such as 
concern, support, care, and love, to reassure their children they have not been forgotten and that 
the mothers are emotionally there with them (Menjivar & Schmalzbauer, 2012).  
In the case of single parent transnational mothers, which studies have shown to be the 
majority of transnational Central American mothers (Avila, 2008), these mothers must rely on 
other female kin in their countries of origin, an action that results in their stigmatization as bad 
mothers. Avila (2008) argued that the experiences of Central American mothers is similar to that 
of other Latinas and women of color in the US who have always worked in order to provide for 
their children. However, just as other women of color have historically done, Central American 
mothers have and continue to use various mothering arrangements, including relying on other 
women to help with childcare (Avila, 2008). This agreement of shared mothering represents 
another variation of the transnational family structure. 
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Enduring Multiple Forms of Violence and Living Trauma 
The experiences of war, domestic violence, intimate loss, sexual and physical violence 
are all too common for Central American mothers who left their home countries and are living in 
the US. Multiple studies have found that the majority of Central American migrants arriving at 
the US border today have significant mental health symptoms in response to violence and 
persecution, and warrant careful consideration for asylum status (Keller, et al, 2017). This is not 
only true for migrants recently arriving at the border today but also for mothers arriving over the 
past four decades. Central American refugees rarely were granted asylum status even amidst the 
political crisis of war and violence in the Northern Triangle countries since the 1980s. 
Regardless of this, many of these migrants living in the US as undocumented immigrants or with 
limited and temporary protected status experience post-migration trauma (Goodman et al, 2017; 
Kaltman, et al., 2011; Letciecq, et al, 2019) 
Numerous studies have focused on how these multiple experiences of structural, 
institutional, and interpersonal violence impact their mental health and overall well-being in the 
form of trauma. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5th ed.; DSM–5; 
American Psychiatric Association, 2013) is the most widely accepted nomenclature used by 
clinicians and researchers for the classification of mental disorders. The DSM -5 categories the 
psychiatric and psychosocial effects of experiences of violence as “Trauma and Stressor Related 
Disorders.” (American Psychiatric Association, 2013 pp 265-290). Therefore, this document will 
use the term trauma to refer to these experiences, even though some of the Latinx authors whose 
work is included in this review may find this term to be insufficient (Becker, 1995; Martín-Baró, 
1989). The impact of trauma exposure for mothers from Central America is a unique one that 
requires consideration of their lived experience.  
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Kaltman, et al. (2011) identified the various types of traumatogenic experiences that 
Central American, Mexican, and South American women lived through, paying particular 
attention to contextual factors. They coded eight types of violence that were specific to their 
home countries or were related to their immigration experience. These included: 1) Childhood 
interpersonal violence 2) Domestic violence 3) Political violence 4) Violent loss 5) Community 
violence 6) Immigration related violence 7) Adult interpersonal violence perpetrated by a non-
partner 8) Witnessing violence. The authors noted that these types of violence and trauma 
exposure occurred in three locations 1) Country of Origin 2) During Immigration and 3) In the 
United States (Kaltman, et al, 2011). They found that that Latina immigrants from Central 
America, Mexico, and South America had very high levels of traumatic violence exposure, with 
the most reported types being domestic violence, community violence, and witnessing violence 
(Kaltman, et al, 2011). They also found that exposure to violence in the home country was much 
more brutal and pervasive than in the United States. Exposure to violence in their home country 
resulted in them carrying the traumatic effects of that violence with them on their journeys, upon 
arrival and settlement to the US In summary, they experienced, structural, social communal and 
domestic as both survivors and witnesses of violence.  
Other studies on mental health in the context of illegality for Central American women 
found that most of the Central American women in their families were subject to symptoms of 
traumatic exposure to violence, including depression. In a study by Letieq, et al. (2019) using 
community-based participation research, the authors looked at predictors of depression that 
included structural and familial stressors, parental concerns, and maternal health factors in 
relation to undocumented Central American women in the DC metropolitan area (Letiecq, et al., 
2019). They found that structural and family stressors like food insecurity and single motherhood  
50 
contributed to high depression scores. They also found that sources of social support served as  
protective factors for Central American women (Letiecq, et al., 2019).  
Goodman, Vesely, Letiecq and Cleaveland (2017) argue for an ecosystemic perspective 
of trauma that goes beyond the DSM-5 (APA, 2013) criteria for PTSD when working with 
refugee and undocumented women. In their study they recognized the intersections of 
sociopolitical context, gender, legal status, and economic marginalization rendered women 
vulnerable to traumatic experiences across contexts, in their countries of origin, migration 
journeys and settlement in the United States. “For refugee and undocumented immigrant women, 
an ecosystemic framework inclusive of multiple and systemic sources of trauma is needed to 
understand their multifaceted traumatic experiences that can occur before, during, or after 
migration, and which contribute to potentially disparate mental health outcomes.” (p.310). They 
mainly identified four themes based on two forms of trauma; (a) sociopolitical-based trauma 
(i.e., trauma related to the sociopolitical contexts in which they were situated) and (b) status-
based trauma (i.e., trauma related to their immigration status). In the second theme of trauma 
they identified, postmigration trauma, that occurs in the US where women experience structural 
and situational stressors, that were fixed and difficult to change. They also identified two 
emergent subthemes: (a) family separation and (b) employment, economic, and situational stress. 
The third theme, psychological symptomatology, focused on women’s mental health concerns, 
including posttraumatic stress symptoms, depression, and suicidality. Another important theme 
was processes of coping and resilience, which explored the ways in which women persist in 
difficult environments using both external (e.g., social supports, community resources) and 
internal (e.g., beliefs about a better future) processes of coping. This last theme will serve as a 
reference for my study in how women were able to experience growth and resiliency by 
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accessing external and internal sources of support even after experiencing trauma in the context 
of structural violence.  
Trauma in Context- Liberation Psychology, Feminist Critical Psychology, and 
Intergenerational Trauma  
Father Ignacio Martín-Baró (1989; 1994), a Jesuit priest and member of the Faculty of 
Psychology at the University of Central America (UCA) in El Salvador, developed a locally 
based theory and means of practice that he named Liberation Psychology. He was influenced by 
Friere (1970) as well as the Liberation Theology movement of the Catholic Church in Latin 
America. His central idea was that it was essential that people recognize their suffering came 
from their oppression and that it was possible to work together with others to understand the 
nature of that oppression and to change it. Martín-Baró (1984;1988;1994) also emphasized what 
Benjamin (2017) called the need for mutual recognition and acknowledgement as essential to 
wellbeing, as well as the ability of what he called “ordinary” people to celebrate their power to 
ease one another’s pain and to do positive things together. Basic to these ideas was the 
development of collective action groups that addressed material needs, psychological, social, and 
emotional needs, and through this process take political action (Martín-Baró, 1988;1994).   
Central American women’s experiences of violence and subsequent trauma can be 
examined from this Liberation Psychology framework. Liberation psychology looks at how 
individuals and their context mutually impact each other.  The socio-economic, political, and 
cultural environment is key to understanding someone’s experience of trauma and also considers 
the particular moments in time and in history that generate the conditions that have reproduced 
that violence and trauma or create opportunities for healing and transformation (Martín-Baró, 
1988; 1994).  
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In the spirit of Martín-Baró’s Liberation Psychology, Thompson (2021), proposes a 
critical psychology theory of “institutional trauma” that recognizes the socio-political dimensions 
of trauma. She argues that gender and other institutions play a substantial role in defining and 
meditating experiences of trauma not as an individualized experience but one immersed in a 
larger contextual framework.  
Liberation Psychology (Martín-Baró, 1994) and critical feminist psychology (Thompson, 
2021) recognize the importance of identifying structural and contextual conditions where 
individuals experience violence and subsequent trauma for themselves. Other studies identify not 
only the impact on individuals themselves but also for future generations who are at risk for 
intergenerational trauma (Cerdena et al., 2021). Intergenerational mass trauma has been 
identified in groups due to historical institutional injustices such as slavery, genocide, systematic 
sexual violence, and forced relocation. Examining intergenerational trauma in the Latinx 
population is also important because it constitutes a significant mental health risk for them 
(Cerdena et al., 2021). In their survey of current empirical literature, they found that “current 
paradigms within this field are constrained by their focus on individual risk factors and 
parenting, particularly mothering, behaviors, at the expense of cultural, structural, and historical 
context“(Cerdena et al., 2021 p. 1). They also note, as Martín-Baró, (1988) and Thomson (2021) 
do, that the existing trauma literature must do more to consider the impact of historical trauma 
and structural violence on Latinx communities (Cerdena et al., 2021).   
The socio-political and historical context of a psychological problem like trauma must be 
considered especially in places like the Northern Triangle countries. In Guatemala, state violence 
was used against indigenous communities in an outright policy of state genocide. In El Salvador, 
state terror was used against any guerilla supporter or sympathizer (Aron, et al, 1992). And even 
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though individuals might not have been directly targeted the violence they experienced or 
witnessed was an act of social control that individuals carried on throughout their lives and in 
their migration to the US, their children also were plagued by this violence years later as well.  
Posttraumatic Growth Theory and Latinas (PTG) 
As mentioned above, the Goodman et. al (2017) study looked at how immigrant and 
refugee women develop resiliency and protective external and internal factors for self-
improvement even after experiencing negative and highly traumatic experiences of violence and 
lifelong abuse. An additional concept that helps focus on personal growth after experiencing 
trauma as a result of multiple forms of violence is Posttraumatic growth (PTG). A theory that 
explains this kind of positive transformation following trauma. Developed by psychologists 
Richard Tedeshi, PhD, and Lawrence Calhoun, PhD, and it holds that people who endure 
psychological struggle following adversity can subsequently see positive growth. This process 
embodies the experience of many victims of violence, where persons experiencing trauma 
recognize their personal strength, explore new possibilities, improved relationships, a greater 
appreciation for life and spiritual growth. Experts have noted that posttraumatic growth can 
happen naturally, without formal intervention. This can be facilitated in five ways: through 
education, emotional regulation, disclosure, narrative development, and service.  
Berger and Weiss (2006) explored posttraumatic growth (PTG) in Latina immigrants and 
found that they experienced immigration related stress and PTG, but there was no association 
between the stress experienced from immigration and subsequent posttraumatic growth (PTG). 
This growth was related to participation in counseling and optimism as a result of religion 
(Berger and Weiss, 2006).  
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Conditions of Reunification  
After migration and years of separation, many transnational families can reunite 
(Schapiro, et al., 2013; Suarez-Orozco & Todorovo, 2002). For many transnational mothers, 
reunification with their children requires that they send for their children and reunite in the US 
The factors that allow for reunification of transnational mothers with their children vary and may 
include waiting just long enough for the ideal conditions to be in place to allow for children to 
migrate. Abrego (2014) identified these conditions as waiting until a turbulent time like war to 
end, saving a certain amount of money, settling, and achieving the appropriate conditions to send 
for children, and/or after obtaining the legal opportunity to do so. For many transnational 
mothers, it also can happen very suddenly and without much planning or anticipation due to 
unforeseen violence and/or the threat of violence that force them and their children to migrate 
(UNHRC, 2014). The great majority of UAC entering the US since 2014 through the southern 
border have been Central American. These children attest to migrating to flee violence, seeking 
to reunify with parents in the US, and recognizing economic opportunity outside their home 
countries (UNHRC, 2014).  
The individual and familial decision to reunify the family is one made mostly by parents. 
Although many adolescents may opt to search for family members in the US, the journey is one 
that is decided upon, planned, and financed by parents. Reunification may seem like an 
individual and family decision, but family reunification is shaped by international conditions that 
are largely dependent on country of origin, legal status, the age of reunification, and the length of 
separation (Foner & Dreby, 2011).  
For migrants from East Asian countries, the transnational arrangement is a short-term 
strategy that depends on children being cared for by grandparent so that mothers can work in the 
55 
US or to correspond to children’s high school years (Bragg & Wong, 2016; Zhoa, 2009). For 
immigrant mothers from the Caribbean or the Philippines who are employed as registered nurses 
or home health aides and come to the US with work visas, separation from their children is short-
term until they can arrange for the necessary visas for family members (Parreñas, 2001). 
Undocumented workers from Mexico, on the other hand, will either save enough money to 
reunite with children back home or arrange for children to travel to the US as unauthorized 
migrants (Dreby, 2010).  
For Central American mothers, many of whom are either undocumented or have TPS, 
migration and separation become a long-term strategy and reunification is only obtained after 
years of separation (Horton, 2008). Mothers and parents who leave their children at a very young 
age are often only able to reunite with them years later when they are teens or young adults. This 
in turn creates a difficult experience of readjustment and reacquaintance for everyone (Foner & 
Dreby, 2011).  
The Impact of Immigrant Family Reunification 
Studies on the experiences of reunification for transnational families have identified a 
broad range of conditions of reunification after migration: effects of reunification on children 
and adolescents, the stressors before and during migration, early and late family adjustment, 
social and familial support for children, children’s academic achievement, community issues, 
and illegality (Lovato-Herman, 2017; Schapiro, et al., 2013; Suárez-Orozco & Todorovo, 2002).  
Youth and Children  
Existing literature on reunification highlights the experiences of children and youth when 
reunited with their families. In several qualitative studies, the voices and experiences of youth 
56 
have been central to understanding family reunification and the challenges that go along with it 
(Lovato-Hermann, 2017; Schapiro, et al., 2013; Suárez-Orozco & Todorovo, 2002). 
Children and adolescents have little to no say in the arrangements made for them once a 
parent migrates. Oftentimes, transnational mothers leave their children in the care of their 
grandparents or other extended family members along with the father if he is still part of the 
family. This arrangement often results in what scholars refer to as “migration disruptions” 
disruptions in attachments, first from the parent and then from the caretaker to whom the child 
has become attached during the parent/child separation (Suarez-Orozco, et al., 2002, 2015).  
In a pioneering study on separation and immigrant families, Suárez-Orozco et al. (2002) 
analyzed several clinical reports of Caribbean families in Canada and Great Britain and noted 
substantial negative family ramifications upon reunification. They pointed to the negative 
sequelae for children both when the children were left with relatives and as well as once 
reunification occurred. While apart from the parent, children may feel abandoned and may 
respond by detaching from the parent who left them, instead transferring attachment to the new 
caretaker. These new attachments, in turn, provide the emotional connection that mitigated the 
children’s feeling of abandonment. However, once children are sent for and reunify with parents, 
the separation from caretakers is even more difficult. Reunified children often miss those who 
have cared for them in their parent’s absence and feel resentful of having to reunite with their 
families (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2002).  
Pre-Migration Conditions Affecting Reunification  
The effect of pre-migration arrangements also influences post-migration reunification and 
contributes to emotional distress and hardship. This can be seen in relation to the relationship 
between children and those left to care for them. Many adolescents were left with loving and 
57 
caring caretakers, but many others were left with abusive caretakers who physically and/or 
sexually abused them in the absence of their parents (Abrego, 2014). Children who were left 
with caretakers that physically or sexually abused them mentioned this as a traumatic experience 
that negatively affected their adjustment with their parents after reunification (Schapiro et al., 
2013).  
Schapiro et al. (2013) also noted that caretakers play a crucial role in maintaining a 
positive or negative image of absent mothers. They can support an image of a mother who is 
responsible, loving, and sacrificing for their children or one that criticizes the parent for 
“abandoning” the children and leaving them behind. Scholars report that adolescents who had 
less supervision during separation admitted to using drugs and alcohol, engaged in early 
romantic relationships and demonstrated less interest in school. This negatively affected their 
well-being in their home country. Feelings of abandonment and “constantly waiting for the day 
when they could be reunited with their parents” affected their ability to make meaningful local 
connections with their teachers and in their communities in their home country (Abrego, 2014, p. 
170). In a study of children with Salvadoran transnational parents, Abrego (2014) found that 
these children lived “suspended lives” waiting anxiously to migrate and suspending their 
academic and professional development for years (Abrego, 2014, p. 170). The dismal conditions 
in places like El Salvador offer few options to join the labor market, but resistance to school and 
developing professionally “relinquished any possibilities of upward mobility” (Abrego, 2014, p. 
168).  
This can present a frustrating experience for transnational mothers. Upon separation 
transnational mothers, many times serving as sole providers, provided economic support for their 
children by sending remittances and various gifts over the years (Schmalzbauer, 2004). This 
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financed their children’s schooling, clothes, rent, and other necessary expenses, in addition to 
luxury goods and gifts (Abrego, 2014). After reunification, studies report that children were 
disappointed with the limited economic resources available and parent’s poor living conditions in 
the host country. They did not expect to experience the same amount of sacrifice, hardship, and 
downward mobility once living in the US as they had in their home countries. 
Reunification Impact on Education 
Reunification is also impacted by the experiences of immigrant children in local and 
community institutions, such as schools. Many immigrant children who arrive as adolescents or 
teenagers experienced anti-immigrant prejudice and racism in school (Lovato-Hermann, 2017). 
Studies report that immigrant children felt angry toward parents for not preparing them and 
putting them in these difficult situations in their schools. These findings coincide with current 
local and national news reports that show immigrant youth as criminalized in schools by 
administrators, security resource officers, and local police who have been deputized in an 
attempt to crackdown on gangs like MS-13 in places including Nassau and Suffolk Counties in 
Long Island, New York (Dreir, 2018b).  
Regarding academic achievement, Gindling and Poggio (2009) found that family 
separation due to immigration impacts the educational and academic success of immigrant 
children who had previously been separated from their parents. Lovato-Hermann (2017) found 
that there are different outcomes for male and female children’s academic achievement and also 
different familial and social support in the US Males experienced low levels of familial and 
social support and had low academic achievement. Contrarily, female participants received 
greater familial and social support and had high academic achievement.  
59 
Age of Separation and Reunification 
The timing of separation is dependent on the parents and in many cases the mother, with 
little to no input from the children (Schapiro et. al, 2013). This in return has an impact depending 
on the age of separation and the age of reunification for the children (Suarez-Orozco, 2015). The 
age of separation affects the relationship the children have with their mother.  
A study conducted by Gindling and Poggio (2009) found that children who reunite with 
their mothers as teenagers have more emotional and disciplinary problems in comparison to 
those who reunite at a younger age. Bacallao and Smokowski (2007) argued that “The loss of 
key parent relationship during the time of separation also sometimes allows adolescents to drift 
into high-risk situations” (p.56). In the literature reviewed for the proposed study, the work by 
Bacallao and Smokowski (2007) was the only study that undertook a comparison of the ages in 
which children arrived and the potential implications of the age of reunification.  
Adaptation and New Living Arrangements 
Separation restructures families and, over time, the mother-child relationship as well. The 
relationship changes when mothers establish themselves in the US For example, when mothers 
develop new romantic partnerships and give birth to US-born children, their relationships with 
children back home may be estranged and grow distant. Moreover, when children are reunited 
with mothers, they also become incorporated into a new blended or stepfamily with stepbrothers, 
sisters, stepparents, which increases reunification difficulties (Suárez-Orozco & Todorova, 
2002).  
Reunification after years of separation may proceed happily until conflicts begin to 
emerge. Mothers feel disrespected by their children who disobey them and feel that their years of 
parental sacrifice were in vain. These difficult situations create tension and also change the 
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dynamics of their parenting. Children also feel resentment towards their parents and may reject 
them because they see their mother’s migration and separation as abandonment. Horton (2008) 
examined the psychological and emotional effects on children who have been separated from 
their parents and reunified with them. By exploring the narratives of undocumented Salvadoran 
mothers residing in the US, Horton (2008) showed how the strain of such mothers’ 
undocumented status is lived and shouldered within the intersubjective space of the family.   
Scholars report that studies on immigrant children who had previously been separated 
from their parents present different findings (Schapiro et al., 2013). Schapiro et al. (2013) 
reported that these children experienced higher levels of depressive symptoms than non-
separated children. However, in two larger surveys on Caribbean children, they found that 
parental separation was not significant as an independent risk factor for depression (Dillon & 
Walsh, 2012; Suarez-Orozco, et al., 2002).  
Role Changes  
Role changes and new dynamics of family life across borders and after reunification also 
can be a source of tension for children and parents. Bacallao and Smokowski (2007) argued that 
parents become stricter after reunification because of conflicts they face with their children as a 
result of these role changes. Once families reunite after immigration, they go through a period of 
adjustments and reacquaintance. In that period of adjustment, families adjust their roles, 
boundaries, and communication processes (Bacallao & Smokowski, 2007). Family reunification 
is an additional stressor faced by immigrant families already dealing with economic, legal, and 
social stressors (Schapiro, et. al, 2013). Although reunification is idealized, it asserts a large 
social cost for families trying to get ahead. This family adjustment and reorganization is further 
61 
impacted by the fact that mothers and fathers may be working full time and have little time to 
spend with their children. 
Work as an Opportunity during Separation but Limitation during Reunification 
One of the most challenging barriers that women migrating to the United States face is 
related to work. Hagerdorn (2012) noted that many transnational mothers are employed in the 
informal labor market and have chosen to stay in the US rather than return to their home 
countries. Their employment also influences the degree to which they can support their families 
(Abrego, 2014). When families are reunited, mothers still have to fulfil their economic 
commitment as providers for the family; thus, their time is compromised between having to work 
and spending time with their children.  
Enduring Physical and Structural Violence 
Labor is only one barrier that makes reunification between transnational mothers and 
their children difficult. Returning to the home countries to reunify with children there is 
challenging because of life-threatening travel conditions and restrictive immigration laws. 
According to the Council on Foreign Affairs, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras consistently 
rank among the most violent countries in the world (Labrador & Renwick, 2018). El Salvador is 
one of the world’s most violent countries not at war in 2015. All three countries have 
significantly higher homicide rates than neighboring Costa Rica, Nicaragua, and Panama 
(Labrador & Renwick, 2018).  
Scholars on Central American migration also consider legal violence, legal and 
institutional barriers for families to access legal options to migrate, regulate their status, or access 
amnesty, as a major barrier to the well-being and reunification of Central American families 
(Abrego, 2018; Menjivar, 2014). Such barriers are reflected in how international and US options 
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for asylum seekers have been almost completely eradicated by the current Trump 
Administration. Even before the current administration, there were very few avenues for legal 
migration for Central American migrants. Undocumented status and TPS prevent women from 
legally and securely seeking a path to reunite with their children. As a result, these mothers often 
“send” for their children and have them travel alone, without documentation. Many pay coyotes, 
or smugglers, to bring their children over illegally (Dreby & Gubernskaya, 2018).  
Between 2012-2016, thousands of unaccompanied minors have been apprehended on the 
US-Mexico border in record numbers (Migration Policy Institute 2016). Between January 1 and 
May 31, 2018, there were 21,181 unaccompanied minors detained at the border, according to US 
Customs and Border Protection statistics. Many cite fleeing violence and seeking reunification 
with families as the main reasons for migration (UNHRC, 2018).  
The lack of legal options, in addition to the extortion and crime that mothers are aware 
that their children face and that they will encounter as well upon returning to their native 
countries in the Northern Triangle, is why mothers continue to send for their children despite the 
various dangers the migration journey incur (Martinez, 2014). 
Suburban Context: American Nightmare and the Hostile Context of Reception 
The context of reception of immigrants in American culture also contributes to a positive 
or negative experience for these women and their children. The anti-immigrant sentiment 
fostered by the Trump administration has legitimized xenophobic hate and fear of immigrants, 
especially those from Mexico and Central America, in places like Long Island, New York, 
creating an increasingly hostile climate for these families (Ramos, 2017). This hostility toward 
immigrants is also a product of decades of immigration policies that may be contributed to anti-
immigrant sentiment.  
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Although Central Americans share similar characteristics as refugees fleeing war and 
violence, they often have not had smooth incorporation into American society. Their temporary 
legal status in some cases and undocumented status in others has created a context that forces 
them to hide in the shadows and find little or no support from social institutions like schools, 
local law enforcement, and a favorable labor market, which are essential for assimilation and 
social mobility (Abrego & Menjivar, 2011; Coutin, 2003; Gubernskaya & Dreby, 2018; Mahler, 
1999).  
The reality of immigrants being criminalized for their very existence is also an essential 
one to consider when mothers are planning their reunification and how they navigate around this 
potential negative experience that awaits their children once they are able to reunite in the US 
Under the Trump administration, mothers (and parents in general) have increasingly been 
criminalized under “zero-tolerance” policies that seek to punish parents that have their children 
migrate to the US illegally (CRS, 2019).  
When children are apprehended by immigration authorities, they are transferred to the 
care and custody of the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR). Federal law requires that ORR 
feed, shelter, and provide medical care for unaccompanied alien children until they can be 
released to safe settings with sponsors (usually family members) to await immigration 
proceedings (USHRC-ORR, June 26th, 2018). Long Island is the third largest recipient of 
Central Americans, and both Nassau and Suffolk County are within the top five county 
destinations for unaccompanied minors seeking to reunite with their mothers. Scholars have not 
yet studied how sponsorship requirement affects mothers’ experiences of reunification and what 
living in a suburban area like Long Island, New York is like for transnational mothers who 
reunite with their children.  
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Consequences of Limited Legality  
Anthropological studies challenged previous sociological and migration research that 
focused on transnational motherhood from gender constructs and ideals (Horton, 2008). In an 
analysis of the lived experience of separated Salvadoran mothers who were living in 
Massachusetts and had children living in El Salvador, Horton (2008) rejected a “gender false 
consciousness” and considered the strain of undocumented status on these mothers in being 
separated from their children (p. 23). Undocumented mothers cannot return home, risk abuses at 
work because of a lack of protection and fear of deportation, and often do not seek social 
services for physical and mental health-related issues (Horton, 2008).  
The legal status of immigrants and transnational mothers differs among nationalities. 
Most Central American transnational research participants have been undocumented (Dreby, 
2006, Hondegeneu-Sotelo & Avila, 2007, Horton, 2008). However, many mothers from El 
Salvador and Honduras, may have TPS extended by the US to immigrants deemed unable to 
safely return to their countries of origin due to war, natural disasters, or other “extraordinary and 
temporary conditions”. These mothers along with mothers with limited legal status, TPS, are 
affected by their immigration status which ultimately impacts their employment, movement, and 
reunification with their children. Horton argued that “illegality does not structure individual 
experience alone but sets in motion a concatenation of shared vulnerabilities and intimate 
interdependencies between family members” (p. 23). In other words, the experience of mothers 
feel distress because of their undocumented status is shared with their families who live across 
borders.  
As research has shown (Abrego, 2014; Dreby, 2006; Hondegneu-Sotelo, 1997, Horton, 
2006; Salazar, 2001), the negative emotional impact experienced by transnational working 
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mothers is caused by the long-term physical separation from their children. Adding to the strain 
of separation and distance is the difficulty of living without the proper legal documentation that 
makes these women even more vulnerable to abuse in the workplace and in other spaces.  
Several structural inequalities exist that restrict the possibility for families to provide their 
children with the economic, social, and emotional care they need (Abrego, 2014; Abrego & 
Menjivar, 2011; Coutin, 2003). These obstacles are seen in host countries where family 
reunification is restrained by legal constraints and an economic system that demands cheap labor 
from underdeveloped countries but blatantly neglects to consider the social sacrifices, they need 
to make to be able to work abroad (Parreñas, 2001).  
With very restricted paths to legalization, undocumented immigrants and their families 
must grapple with the fear of deportation, which creates a heavy burden. Central Americans, 
particularly Salvadorans, Guatemalans, and Hondurans, travel across multiple borders, face 
illegality and insecurity, and risk their lives. This illegality follows them as undocumented 
immigrants in the US where they are criminalized in public spaces because of their 
undocumented status. This form of “legal violence is a central determinant of their life chances 
and well-being” (Menjivar & Abrego, 2012; p. 1383).  
Summary 
This chapter first provided an overview of two analytical lenses that place the experience 
of Central American transnational mothers’ experiences of migration, separation, and 
reunification in the broader literature. The lens of migration and gender looked at the gendered 
experiences of migrants who migrate to another country and the shift or conservation of 
traditional gender roles for male and female migrants. The lens of transnational families allows 
researchers to look beyond prescribed or changing gender roles of migrants and assess migration 
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of families across borders as a form of transnational family arrangement that exists worldwide. 
These arrangements are due to legal institutional migration policies in migrant receiving 
countries that do not allow for families to migrate together or because of family members’ 
preferences for migrating alone which facilitates their incorporation in the labor market. The 
transnational families lens also focuses on the experiences of parenting which explores 
motherhood and mothering from abroad which is similar for many transnational mothers 
globally, particularly in Latin America. Central American transnational mothers create 
alternative arrangements for family members to care for their children, but they are involved 
from a distance in providing emotional and financial support.  
This section also included a review of the literature on violence and trauma in the sub 
context of Central America. The literature on the levels of psychosocial trauma for Central 
American mothers in the context of war and post-war highlights the multiple forms of violence 
they are exposed to in this environment and the traumatic impact this violence has across borders 
and across generations. 
The third section of this chapter focused on the conditions of reunification examining the 
literature on reunification of transnational families. The studies on reunification primarily focus 
on the children’s experience, sidestepping the question of the mothers’ experiences, which is a 
gap in the literature that the present study addresses. 
Chapter 4 discusses the theoretical and sensitizing concepts that this study uses for this 
dissertation proposal, and I see as best suited to explore the dynamics and lived experiences of 
transnational Central American mothers’ reunification with their children. These include 
transnational mothering which contextualizes the experience of mothering across borders and 
after separation due to migration, ambiguous loss and reunification which speaks to the how 
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mothers are separated physically from their children but are psychologically present as emotional 
caretakers and providers from abroad. Ambiguous reunification explains the difficulty of 
reunification and the disconnected feeling and experience of mothers with their children after 
having been separated for a long period of time. The vast experience of violence that mothers 
encountered pre-migration, through transit and in their settlement in the US, and specifically 
Long Island, can be seen as contributing to trauma for them. Liberation Psychology (Baró, 1986) 
explains how these experiences trauma caused by the endemic violence in these countries must 
be understood in the larger context of structural inequality and violence. Posttraumatic Growth 
theory (PTG) explains how even after individuals experience trauma because of violence and 
loss they are still able to develop resiliency. These concepts are best suited for this research 
project due to their applicability to the phenomenon of reunification after migration and 










CHAPTER IV: THEORETICAL CONCEPTS FOR STUDYING THE EXPERIENCES 
OF CENTRAL AMERICAN TRANSNATIONAL MOTHERS UPON SEPARATION 
AND REUNIFCATION  
Central American migration to the US has existed since the beginning of the 20th century 
and has increased in the last sixty years (Menjivar, 2012). This migration largely stems from 
deep social inequality, political instability, and conflict where families are faced with multiple 
threats of violence. Among these migrants are many mothers who left children behind to be 
raised by other family members while the mothers supplied the financial assistance necessary to 
educate and provide for their children, a  situation I describe in this study as transnational 
mothering (Abrego, 2014; Donato, 2015; Dreby, 2006; Hondegneu-Sotelo, 1997; Smith, 2005). 
Since 2014, the number of children and adolescents crossing the border to reunite with family 
members has increased exponentially (Sztainer, 2019). Researchers have examined these 
mothers’ experiences of detainment, family separation at the border, family reunification, and 
integration into American society. What is less understood is how the mothers themselves were 
instrumental in the process of reunification and their experiences living in the US afterwards 
(Congressional Research Service, 2019), which is the subject of my dissertation study.  
Child and adolescent experiences of transnational mothering, in general, and Central 
American transnational mothering have been the subject of a small but growing body of 
literature (Abrego, 2009, 2014; Foner & Dreby, 2011; Hondegneu-Sotelo & Avila, 1997; 
Menjivar, 2006a, 2013; Schapiro, et. al, 2013; Schmalzbauer, 2004; 2008; Suarez-Orozco & 
Todorovo, 2002). Additionally, the experiences of transnational mothers in making the decision 
to separate from their children has been studied globally (Bragg & Wong, 2016; Dillon & Walsh, 
2012, Hewett, 2009; Parreñas, 2001, 2005; Raijman, et. al, 2003; Uy-Tioca, 2007; Wong, 2015; 
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Zhoa, 2009). However, the literature review I presented in Chapter 3 revealed a significant gap: 
the dearth of studies written using the words of, or discussing, the experiences of transnational 
Central American mothers themselves on the process of reunification (Foner & Dreby, 20011; 
Menjivar, 2009). Such an omission indicates a need to capture the voices and experiences of 
transnational mothers, which is what this study has done.   
The experiences of migrant mothers, mainly from Central America’s Northern Triangle, 
specifically El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras, is one that occurs within a transnational 
space where families live their lives between countries, across borders, and in different contexts 
as a means of survival and financial support (Abrego, 2014). The steps toward and the complex 
dynamics of reunification merit both further empirical and conceptual exploration. This study 
focused on the experiences of reunification among Central American mothers from the Northern 
Triangle in the specific context of Long Island during the last four decades.   
As I outlined in the introduction and policy section of this dissertation, broader structural 
forces and institutional barriers have shaped the current transnational experiences of migrant 
mothers (Donato, 2015) and ultimately the conditions of their familial reunification. The current 
experiences of mothering within a context of historical, structural, state, and institutional 
violence, prolonged separation, and limited legal status are one that impacts and contributes to 
the pathways to reunification. At the same time, the lived experiences of transnational mothers 
living and working in a specific context of reception, mothering from abroad, and experiencing 
ambiguous loss during the phase of separation also affects their experiences of reunification, 
when they may experience ambiguous reunification and continuous trauma.  
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The theories and sensitizing concepts that follow in this chapter served as the analytical 
lenses through which I studied the experiences of Central American transnational mothers as 
they prepared for and experienced reunification with their children.   
Mothers’ Migration in the Context of Structural Violence in Central America 
Transnational mothers’ migration from the Northern Triangle countries in Central 
America over the last four decades is tied to several socio-economic and political factors . 
Mothers have encountered direct experiences of interpersonal violence beginning at a young age 
that continue into adulthood. Iacola and Schupe (2001) define interpersonal violence as acts of 
violence that occur between and among individuals interacting in a wide range of contexts. 
Types of criminal interpersonal violence include homicide, rape, robbery, assault, and gender 
violence. These micro-level or interpersonal forms of violence are not isolated or disconnected 
from other forms of violence that are less direct and therefore often overlooked, like institutional 
and structural forms of violence. Examples of institutional and structural violence include war, 
state terror by government agents, and economic violence (deep-seated poverty), which are 
caused by social and economic inequality. This context of institutional and structural violence in 
places like the Northern Triangle countries created the conditions for state terror and repression 
during the civil wars in El Salvador and Guatemala in the 1980s and 1990s and continued on in 
the following decades causing the deep state of poverty, social dislocation, wide-spread extortion 
from gangs, drug trafficking, forced disappearance, murders, and death threats against all 
members of those countries, including the mothers who participated in this study. The 
exponential increase in migration from the Northern Triangle, and subsequent family separation 
in the past 40 years is a direct response to this multi-layered context of violence.  
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Transnational Migration  
Transnational Migration Theory seeks to explain “the processes by which immigrants 
forge and sustain multi-stranded social relations that link together their societies of origin and 
settlement” (Glick-Schiller, et al., 1995, p. 7). As such, this Theory is foundational to the notion 
of transnational families and provides key background for my use of transnational mothering as a 
concept with real world responsibilities and consequences.  
Schmalzbauer (2004) explained the nuances of the transnational migrants’ experiences, 
arguing:  
The transnational pathways between migrants’ home and host countries are often 
survival pathways for poor and unemployed workers. Transnationalism is a 
response to structural inequalities that make it impossible for families to sustain 
themselves in their countries of origin. It is a means of optimizing security by 
maintaining a resource base in two places and of diversifying family income by 
tapping into two labor markets. (p. 1320)   
Remittances from migrant mothers, specifically, provide fundamental economic support to 
families in their home countries. Such payments are a means of survival and support for the 
overall well-being of those who remain (Schmalzbauer, 2004).  
Migration has restructured families that have been separated for years into new family 
forms. Scholars refer to this new family unit in the context of migration as transnational families 
(Glick-Schiller, et al., 1995).  Like other families with biological, legal, and emotional bonds, 
transnational families are not simply biological units nor are they defined by a shared household; 
instead, they are social constructions (Djamila, 2009). Djamila (2009) observed that like other 
families, transnational families must mediate inequality among their members, including 
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differences in mobility and resources, as well as various types of capital and lifestyles (Djamila, 
2009, Dreby, 2010). Transnational life practices and the relationships that link migrants and their 
children are embodied in “identities and social structures that help form the life world of 
immigrants and their children and is constructed in relations among people, institutions and 
places” (Smith, 2007 p. 13). This migration and separation of family members has not dissolved 
the family unit. Instead, it has changed the family’s form, its ways of being, and its structure. 
Although this period of separation is permanent for some, it is usually temporary. Many 
transnational families are able to reunify after a few years of separation.  
As Donato (2015) demonstrated, the current wave of unaccompanied minors (UACs) and 
children seeking to reunite with family members is driven and motivated by the immigrant 
parents’ decisions to send for them in the context of high levels of violence, gang threats, deaths, 
and insecurity. The decision to join parents in the US is one influenced by existing parental 
migration and one decided by parents, not the children alone (Donato, 2015).  
Increasingly, parents, particularly mothers, are being blamed and criminalized for 
sending for their children (Fernandez, 2019a). Therefore, understanding the dynamics of 
transnational migration and its impact on families is important for contextualizing the 
experiences of transnational mothers. 
Transnational Mothering  
Transnational mothering is embedded in transnational families and is a result of vast 
systems of global poverty and economic insecurity. These systems have created the social 
conditions that force poor mothers to migrate as a survival strategy for themselves and their 
children (Schmalzbauer, 2004). 
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For Central American migrant mothers practicing transnational lives, migration redefines 
the role and expectations of traditional motherhood.  Traditional definitions of motherhood 
emphasized women’s traditional gender roles of being the main emotional caretakers for their 
children and being physically present (Hondegneu-Sotelo, 1997). Altered conceptions of 
motherhoods include sacrificing for their children’s overall well-being even if it means 
mothering from a distance where mothers can still communicate frequently, send remittances, 
and show a deep affective involvement (Boccagni, 2012). Boccagni (2012) argued that the 
attitudes and practices of migrant mothers suggest an ambivalent commitment in the following 
interconnected and competing ways: (1) an attempt to exert control from afar over their 
children’s daily lives alongside a perception that any such attempt may prove inadequate; (2) a 
struggle to work and save hard alongside fears that the money sent home may be spent 
improperly; and (3) a framing of migration as a necessary self-sacrifice, together with concerns 
about losing their grip on their children’s upbringing (p. 261). By considering transnational 
mothering as mothering from a distance and consequently recognizing the caretaking practices 
that fuel it, my study explored the many ways that transnational mothering changes after 
reunification.  
Migrant Mothers’ Trauma 
The experiences of transnational mothers’ migration, separation, and uncertain 
reunification with their children is often  traumatic, layered, and long-lasting, especially when 
migration occurs in the context of interpersonal and institutional violence, and when separation 
and even reunification happens during ongoing experiences of violence, as is the case of Central 
American migrant mothers. Grinberg and Grinberg (1989) characterized the experience of 
migration as a series of partially traumatic events that simultaneously represents a crisis. The 
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crisis may trigger a decision to migrate, or conversely, the experience may reflect the impact of 
migration. Migrants’ particular traumatic sequelae of their exposure to violence demonstrates 
both the outcome of their migration experience and is also as a causal factor for migration.  
Various research examines the levels of posttraumatic reactions, including and extending 
the western diagnosis of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in Central American refugees who 
came from Guatemala and El Salvador during and after the Civil Wars (Aron, et al, 1991). Many 
women experienced sexual abuse in the context of state terrorism, which was especially 
traumatic and long-lasting. Tying large-scale, state-sponsored rapes to larger political goals, 
Father Martin  (1988) wrote: 
In El Salvador and Guatemala, the overt political act of rape transforms it even 
further from the image of an isolated criminal act, into a normative act of social 
control executed on behalf of a collective goal. That goal in El Salvador and 
Guatemala is the annihilation of the political opposition through a counter-
insurgency program and psychological warfare. (p.1) 
Becker (1995) emphasizes the importance of contextualizing migrants’ unique 
experiences of living through traumatic events to connect their decision to migrate to the larger 
context. Trauma in the experience of Central American migrants, and particularly women 
migrants, reflects a social process that involves their family and intimate relationships, but also 
the social, economic, and political societies. Ultimately, trauma is best understood within a 
specific cultural and political context (Becker, 1995).  
Cumulative Trauma 
The concept of cumulative trauma (Khan, 1977) cited by Becker (1995) identifies trauma 
as a product of a series of individually non-traumatic experiences, which develop and accumulate 
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within an interactive framework and finally leads to a breakdown. Cumulative trauma is also 
connected to the concept of sequential traumatization (Kielson, 1977,) which instead of 
identifying a specific incident that has consequences, focuses on a process in which “the 
description of the changing traumatic situation is the framework that organizes our understanding 
of trauma” (Becker, 1995; p. 5). In order to explain why trauma continues even after active 
persecution has stopped, Kielson posits that a severe second traumatic sequence and a good third 
traumatic sequence implies better long-term health perspectives for the victim than a not-so 
terrible second traumatic sequence and a bad third traumatic sequence. Becker argues that PTSD 
is irrelevant in some cases and affirms Keilson’s findings that there is no post in trauma but only 
a continuing traumatic process. Trauma as a process, instead of the posttraumatic experience 
explained as PTSD, can be used in different cultural and political settings that are not limited to a 
set of symptoms or situations and invites us to look at the specific historical settings and context. 
Becker (1995) uses the term “extreme traumatization” and defines it as “[a]n individual and 
collective process that refers to and is dependent on a given social context; a process that is 
marked by its intensity, it’s extremely long duration and the interdependency between the social 
and the psychological dimensions” (p. 4).  
This way of looking at trauma suggests going beyond simply identifying the symptoms of 
trauma in an individual person. Researchers must also examine the sequential development of the 
traumatic situation. Thus, the experiences of Central American women who have fled violence in 
their homes, communities, and/or countries, as well as on their journeys as undocumented 
migrants during life threatening trips through multiple countries where they risk multiple forms 
of violence along the way, is the product of layers of trauma. Then, they are traumatized again at 
the border, upon apprehension and interaction with state officials or others, and even in their 
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place of settlement and by different actors: parents, spouses, employers, the police, institutional 
agents, the state, and even their own children.  
Their undocumented status makes them vulnerable to economic violence which makes 
them victims of labor exploitation and abuse in their places of work. Their undocumented status 
makes them more vulnerable to legal violence at the hands of institutional state agents like 
border patrol, immigration agents, and the police. Both economic and state violence are 
examples of institutional violence where mothers and their children experience multiple abuses 
and hardship. The very ubiquity of the multiple layers of violence, perpetrated by various actors 
within the mothers’ lives during all stages of the migration, separation, and reunification 
processes is traumatic.  
Compounded Disadvantage 
The sensitizing concept of “compounded disadvantage” developed by Leisy Abrego 
(2014) in Sacrificing Families is a related concept that examines how undocumented status also 
creates a form of cumulative trauma and increasing levels of problems for undocumented 
immigrants. It also can further exasperate their experience of trauma. As mentioned above, 
undocumented transnational Central American mothers who leave their countries without any 
legal protections on their journey to the US and once in the US, their undocumented status 
creates a series of interrelated disadvantages, including problems accessing employment, social 
benefits, and other forms of support for themselves and their families (Abrego, 2014).  
Mothers’ suffering is a result of this compounded disadvantage, the cumulative violence 
encountered in their home countries, on their journeys, and in the US Such suffering does not 
always end with reunification. Instead, the violence and sequential traumatization experienced by 
their children and the resulting behaviors of defiance and acting out,  that result from the 
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experience of separation exacerbate mothers’ trauma surrounding their decisions to migrate and 
reunify. Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1973) posits that young children, after separation from a 
primary caregiver, may deliberately avoid them out of deep sorrow and loss, leading to an 
inability to trust them following for what they perceive as abandonment (Bragin & Pierrepointe, 
2004). Taken together, mothers’ suffering is compounded and complicated by the violence, 
trauma, and disadvantages both they and their children experience.  
Ambiguous Loss and Ambiguous Reunification 
Ambiguous Loss 
Ambiguous Loss was another central theory that helped me to connect the transnational 
mothering experiences of Central American mothers’ reunification after separation. Pioneered by 
Pauline Boss (1999, 2003) and then further applied by other scholars (Solheim & Ballard, 2016), 
Ambiguous Loss supplements earlier theories that explained the nature of transnational families 
and transnational mothering by clarifying a key part of the mothers’ experiences. Researchers 
define Ambiguous Loss as a loss without closure or complete understanding, and there are two 
types of such losses. The first type occurs when there is physical absence with psychological 
presence. An example of this first type of ambiguous loss could be something as serious as a 
migrant family member who cannot return due to the legal and physical barriers but could also 
be something more routine like divorce and/or adoption. The second type of ambiguous loss 
happens when there is physical presence but psychological absence. Examples of the second type 
include being emotionally or cognitively distant or missing due to Alzheimer's disease and other 
dementias, traumatic brain injury, addiction, depression, or other chronic mental or physical 
illnesses that take away a loved one's mind or memory (Boss, 1999).  
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The ambiguity of loss affects individuals in a way that does not allow for closure but 
produces a state of “frozen grief” (Boss, 1993; 1999; Solheim & Said, 2016). Ambiguous loss 
differs from ordinary loss because there is no verification of death but also no certainty that the 
person who is physically, psychologically, or emotionally gone will return.   
In the context of migration, the experiences of separation are particularly painful. Even 
though it may be voluntary because it is seen as necessary and in line with carrying out the duties 
and responsibilities prescribed by cultural norms of families and particularly mothers, separation 
is still a loss. Central American transnational mothers left their children for an unknown period 
with only the promise of reunification. Such situations, though increasingly common, 
demonstrate ambiguous loss because the mothers experience the loss of a child while 
simultaneously knowing that the child is not in fact gone, but is being cared for by others. These 
mothers cannot touch their children, but neither can they grieve for them. Instead, they are still 
attached through their emotional, psychological, and familial bonds that rest upon the promise of 
reunification after temporary separation. 
Reunification brings fulfilment of the initial expectation; however, the separation has 
restructured the family in a way that has long-lasting and wide-ranging effects on the reunited 
family. Complex interpersonal dynamics arise due to the growth of the child, resentment of the 
child toward the mother, new family dynamics where the mother has new children and a new 
partner, and the previous caretaker’s new role as a distant caretaker. In addition to the 
interpersonal difficulties, institutional and contextual challenges may exist. The conditions of the 
reunification, including the possibility of an unwelcoming and hostile reception, greatly 
influence the reunification experience.  
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Ambiguous Reunification 
Geoffrey Greif (2009) developed the concept of “ambiguous reunification” when 
conceptualizing the reunification process that occurs after child abduction (Barnert, 2019). In 
situations of ambiguous reunification, ambiguity surrounds the reunification process even as 
reunified families look for ways to return to their old relationship or build a new one. As Greif 
(2009) notes, in ambiguous reunification, “the loved one is no longer missing physically but may 
be absent psychologically”( p. 28). During the reunification of missing children with their 
families, a child may be psychologically absent upon return, or a parent may be psychologically 
absent, or both, thus the term “ambiguous reunification.” Greif applies the concept to other 
situations of separation (forced and voluntary) like immigrant families where the parent’s 
migration and return produces grief and a reluctance to resume the parenting role. Similarly, the 
left child may feel like the returning parent is a stranger, which causes major difficulties for the 
parent as she attempts to create a new bond with the child (Grief, 2012). Barnert, et al. (2019) 
also use ambiguous reunification to look at the perspectives of adult family members after 
reunification with their disappeared children of El Salvador who were taken or given away at the 
height of the Civil War and found that parents experienced initial relief followed by “ambiguous 
reunification” with their children especially in situations of forced choice where they had been 
forced to give up their children. They also found that the children’s adoptive parents and 
caretakers were instrumental in making reunification possible (Barnert, et al., 2019). Similar to 
their study, examining the experience of separation and reunification of Central American 
mothers using the ambiguous loss and reunification lenses, helped me look to understand 




Posttraumatic growth (PTG), as coined by Tedeschi and Calhoun (1998, 2004) refers to 
changes in perceptions of self, interpersonal relationships, and philosophy of life in the aftermath 
of a struggle with stressful events. I considered PTG to highlight how mothers were able to 
experience growth after enduring the cumulative trauma of long-term separation from their 
children and their personal experiences of violence. Even though mothers had lived a life of 
violence and trauma before, during, and after their migration, they also experienced positive 
changes for themselves, their children, and others. PTG posits that this happens in five areas: 
Improved and new relationships, new possibilities that were previously unavailable become 
available, greater appreciation of life, better sense of personal strength and spiritual 
development. Tedeshi mentions PTG occurs after strengthening those areas and this can be done 
through psychotherapy or other ways that foster education, narrative development, service, and 
emotional regulation (2019) and in-group support. To examine the way PTG occurs I looked at 
how in-group support through participation in service organizations (legal, immigrant and 
domestic violence support) helps generate this growth in migrant mothers. 
Feminist Standpoint Theory 
Feminist Standpoint Theory is a framework that examines the point of view of the 
researcher in determining who is studied, what questions are asked, and how the answers are 
understood. Practitioners of the Theory question the idea of scientific objectivity as absolute and 
suggest that all research is influenced by the social location of the researcher (Harding, 2004). 
This Theory also emphasizes the importance of the social location and material relationship to 
the world of work and family, insisting that these relationships allow individuals to understand 
the world from a point of view often invisible to outsiders.   
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The subject participants in this dissertation study are living in a transnational context that 
is often neglected when looking at the experiences of immigrants and immigrant mothers. 
Feminist Standpoint Theory emphasizes the experiences of women, immigrants, and other 
marginalized groups who do not have access to various forms of political, social, economic, and 
cultural power; the theory further prioritizes the marginalized groups’ view of the world as a 
privileged way of understanding events and experiences above and beyond others because of 
how they are affected by the circumstances of these experiences (Harding, 2004). Experiences of 
immigration, separation, and reunification are currently told by narratives formed and 
disseminated by the State and the media. In other words, groups with access to power shape the 
narratives that inform public opinion in one way or another (Fernandez, 2019). By criminalizing 
and punishing transnational immigrant mothers in various ways, the State has embraced and 
promulgated a narrative that is anti-immigrant, anti-woman, and anti-poor (Fernandez, 2019) and 
therefore enacts further violence against migrant mothers. This has been the hegemonic story that 
has been told of immigrant Central American women and their children (Hauptman, 2013). 
Feminist Standpoint Theory as a conceptual framework centers the voice of Central American 
transnational mothers in telling their stories of reunification of children separated through 
maternal migration (Smith, 2004). Thus, it proved crucial to my phenomenological study 
because it allowed me to defer to their own words and explanations whenever possible. 
Women’s active roles in their families in the context of transnational family migration 
clearly exhibit their agency and decision-making processes. Feminist Standpoint Theory 
produces a conceptual frame of reference that prioritizes and amplifies women’s voices because 
they have been central actors and protagonists in their families’ lives from the time of migration 
through reunification. Moreover, my study, based in part on Feminist Standpoint Theory, helps 
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to recontextualize the State-generated, largely negative narrative about Central American 
transnational mothering by allowing these women the space to speak and the opportunity to be 
heard, another hallmark of Feminist Standpoint Theory. 
The experiences of Central American transnational mothers are not isolated from the 
larger social world. Such mothers have everyday interpersonal experiences that relate to larger 
and macrosocial institutions including the state, the economy, the educational system, local law 
enforcement, and macro cultural norms. Feminist Standpoint Theory is useful because it looks at 
everyday experiences of women within structures of male domination, institutional exclusion, 
and transnational life. Feminist Standpoint Theory situates the intimate circumstances of 
transnational families in this broader context. The conceptual lens provided by Feminist 
Standpoint Theory reminded me to be open to understanding the experiences of these mothers 
and families in the context of their connections within their communities instead of as a set of 
circumstances within individual family units.  
To that end, my study examined the experiences of women who are Central American, 
documented and undocumented, transnational mothers who have lived away from their children. 
It privileged those who live in poverty and did not discriminate between those with or without 
documentation. Smith (1990) defines the “bifurcated consciousness” as a state of being that 
causes women to live a duality in their lives. Some researchers insist that transnational Central 
American mothers are only considered good mothers “when they have sacrificed everything for 
their children; yet they are demonized both for leaving their children and for sending for them 
amid the same dangerous journey that they took years before (Abrego, 2014). My study 
examined, challenged, and upheld these and other assumptions by privileging the voices of the 
mothers themselves. Understanding the experiences of mothers and the changing meaning of 
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motherhood in a transnational context of violence and trauma is relevant to their subsequent 
experience of separation and reunification with their children later on. 
Summary 
This chapter outlined the varied theoretical foundations of my study. Transnational 
Migration Theory argues that immigrants do not just uproot themselves from their countries to 
start a new life in the receiving country, but that they are connected in multiple ways to their 
families and local institutions (Glick-Schiller, et. al. 1995). Transnational Mothering, which 
emphasizes how mothers provide the emotional, financial, and social forms of support for their 
children from abroad (Avila, 2008; Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila, 1997; Horton, 2008; Menjivar 
2012, Mummert 2005; Zentgraf, K. M., & Chinchilla, 2012) helped illuminate the experiences of 
mothering from a distance and the challenges mothers face upon settlement that also influence 
their mothering from abroad.  
These experiences of transnational motherhood upon separation and reunification were 
generated, sustained, and caused by their multiple experiences of interpersonal and state-
sponsored violence in their home countries, on the journey to the US, and when living and 
working on Long Island, in the US What seems to be unrelated experiences of violence are 
examples of state, legal, and economic violence subsumed within a larger context of structural 
violence. These multiple experiences of violence created a form of cumulative trauma that exist 
as a process, and not as an after effect or posttraumatic experience explained as PTSD; it must be 
looked at within a larger historical setting and structural context. 
Feminist Standpoint Theory (Harding, 2004; Smith, 1990), which prioritizes women’s 
voices when telling stories that they directly and indirectly live, allowed me to examine the 
multiple and personal experiences of transnational Central American mothers, particularly after 
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reunification where the concept of ambiguous reunification and posttraumatic growth are two 
sensitizing concepts that provided a useful context to make sense of the experience of mothering 
after reunification and of mothers overcoming violence and enduring trauma.  
The importance of the theories outlined through this chapter will come into even sharper 
relief in Chapter 5. Chapter 5 details the methodological choices that supported my study, which 
are drawn from and shaped by the theoretical lenses I have just surveyed. 
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CHAPTER V: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  
This dissertation examines the reunification experiences of transnational Central 
American mothers after years of separation from their children, due to the mothers’ migration to 
the US Initially, I planned to focus on how mothers prepare for and experience the entirety of the 
reunification process, as well as the new stage of mothering after reunification. However, as I 
interviewed my participants, I increasingly wanted to provide these women with the opportunity 
to share their life stories. The foremost driver of this desire was the need to establish rapport with 
the women in the initial interviews, so they felt comfortable sharing their background and 
placing their stories within particular social, economic, cultural, and even political contexts. As I 
explored how Central American migrant mothers experienced the phenomena of migration, 
separation, and reunification, my goal shifted away from studying transnational mothering 
experiences broadly; instead, I crafted a research study that aimed to deeply analyze the 
experiences of Central America migrant mothers living on Long Island who reunited with their 
children after years of separation.   
I sought to unravel the multiple meanings, challenges, and alterations of transnational 
mothering during the whole reunification process, from the decision to reunify with their 
children through and after reunification. The varied context of the participants’ experiences of 
mothering from a distance were fundamental to this task. To understand the particular social 
reality such women faced; I examined their lived experience in great detail. Consequently, I 
developed a qualitative research design, which allowed me to conduct an inductive inquiry that 
facilitated discovery and learning from various subjects (Padgett, 2017). This design, in turn, 
informed my analysis on the various outcomes and impacts of migration on families’ separation 
and reunification. A particular goal of the study was to understand the experiences of 
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transnational mothers from the decision to reunify through reunification and afterwards through 
these mothers’ own voices.  By creating spaces for transnational Central American mothers 
living in Long Island to speak for themselves, I wanted to begin to dismantle hegemonic 
generalizations of women and migration, traditional notions of the family, and family separation 
and reunification. Developing such an understanding requires a framework that is grounded in 
empirical research and qualitative data and supported by Feminist Standpoint Theory. 
This chapter is organized as follows. First, it describes the research questions that guided 
this study. Second, it explains how Feminist Standpoint Theory underpins my study. Third, it 
outlines the methodological approach I used and presents a research design that include subject 
criteria, subject recruitment, sources of data, data collection methods, and the process of data 
analysis. Fourth, this chapter identifies how I addressed the ethical issues that arose during this 
research. Finally, the chapter identifies methods I used to guarantee trustworthiness of the 
results.  
Research Questions 
This research project developed out the need to understand more fully the experiences of 
transnational mothers from the Northern Triangle of Central America as they reunited with 
children left behind, from the decision to reunify through mothering after reunification in the 
context of contemporary Long Island, New York. Specifically, the study sought to understand the 
ways that their roles as mothers shifted and changed according to their specific lived experiences 
and the ways that the broader socio-political context affected their experiences of transnational 
motherhood.   
As the theoretical framework I outlined in Chapter Four and the literature review I 
presented in Chapter Three explains, there is limited knowledge about Central American 
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mothers’ experiences of reunification with their children after years of separation. In particular, 
there is major gap in the research:  the reunification process from the standpoint of the mothers 
themselves. Consequently, I designed a phenomenological study. This allowed for the experience 
to be described in depth and understood among more than one person experiencing the same 
phenomenon.  
Typically, phenomenological research begins with two broad, general questions: What have 
you experienced in terms of this phenomenon? What contexts or situations have affected your 
experiences of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2007 p. 61). These questions are then followed by 
probes that flow from the answers and guide the discussion. 
Building off the recommended starter questions, I asked study participants four questions that 
I designed to cover the phenomena and the context in which it was experienced. These were: 
1. How do Central American transnational mothers living in Long Island prepare for the 
arrival of a child or children from whom they have been long separated,  
2. What are the pathways to reunification, and how are they navigated by mothers and 
children?   
3. What contextual factors in the US and in transnational mothers’ home countries 
influenced their decisions to reunify and their experiences of reunification? 
4. How did the children’s arrival affect life in Long Island, particularly in relation to the 
mothers’ work, family, and friendships? 
During the interviews, as appropriate and based upon the mothers’ openness and the rapport 
established between me and the subject participants, I expanded these questions to also explore 
pre-migration conditions and factors that contributed to mothers’ migrations and separations. I 
found it necessary to expand the parameters of my study in order to understand how pre-
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migration factors contributed to pathways to reunification. 
Role of the Researcher: Feminist Standpoint Theory 
Feminist Standpoint Theory is a theoretical concept that supports my study of 
transnational Central American women and their experiences of family reunification. In addition 
to providing a theoretical basis for this research, it can also be used as a way to understand the 
experiences of others. Traditional methods of inquiry prioritize objectivity when inquiring about 
a specific phenomenon. Standpoint theorists agree that our presence as researchers always has an 
influence over the subjects in our study and those who are the focus of our research (Smith, 
1990). Feminist Standpoint Theory allows me to use my own standpoint to understand the points 
of view of others.  
My “standpoint” is where I begin my research with Central American transnational 
mothers who have reunified with their children (Harding, 2004). This “insider sociology” 
(Smith, 1992) or my standpoint is an advantage. As a Central American woman myself, I have a 
specific cultural lens that is similar in some ways to that of my subjects in terms of cultural 
background, language, and communication styles. Moreover, as a mother, I also have an 
experience of connection and commitment to my children that may be like the mothers included, 
especially with respect to social norms for mothers. Being a Central American mother raising 
children in Long Island, New York, also affects my standpoint including what I see and how I 
see it. This “insider view” (Smith, 1992) is not detrimental but is in fact instrumental to gaining a 
deeper understanding of the participants’ lived experiences. It enabled me to report on this group, 
their feelings, and their attitudes about their experiences of reunification in a way that other 
researchers might not be able to undertake or understand. Moreover, it helped me to establish a 
working relationship more quickly with the participants of this study, which in turn facilitated 
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greater credibility and openness.  
Feminist Standpoint Theory as a theoretical framework allowed me to see things through 
the perspective of others to enhance my understanding of other situations. Just as importantly, 
however, it demanded that I recognize the vast differences between myself and my subjects with 
respect to my socio-economic class, educational privilege, and my legal status, among others. I 
also acknowledge the multiple perspectives provided by my standpoint and the epistemic 
advantages that these standpoints provide (Alcoff, 2006; Torre, 2009).  
Methodology: Phenomenological Approach 
The goal of this study was to provide a qualitative examination of the lived experiences 
of Central American transnational mothers on Long Island who have reunited with their children 
after years of separation. A secondary goal was to accurately capture and describe the 
phenomena to develop an understanding of the critical factors that are present prior to and also 
after reunification. In order to do this, I utilized a qualitative study method that highlighted the 
experiences of mothers through their words and experiences. The phenomenological approach 
was best suited for this work.  
Phenomenology is a qualitative research method that is used to describe how human 
beings experience a certain phenomenon. Influenced by the philosophical writings of Edmund 
Husserl and Martin Heidegger (Padgett, 2017), a phenomenological study attempts to set aside 
biases and preconceived assumptions about human experiences, feelings, and responses to a 
particular situation. Phenomenology as a research method provides a useful tool to address 
specific knowledge and participants’ detailed subjective experiences. From the individual 
descriptions, general or universal meanings are derived from their experience (Patton, 2006). 
Giorgi’s (1997) Critical Research Method and Human Scientific Phenomenological 
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Method requires adopting three steps in the research process. The first step is to gather verbal 
data from in-depth interviews; the second step is to examine the verbal data; and the third step is 
to separate the data into parts and themes. Although this methodology may reduce 
generalizability, it allowed for a rich, in-depth, contextual, and holistic analysis of the 
experience. It was imperative for me to recognize the differences in the lived experiences of 
transnational mothers with and without legal status in the US and to examine more closely 
experience-near accounts of family life stretched across borders (Horton, 2006). This 
phenomenological study of transnational women provided new insights to their experiences and 
contributed additional knowledge beyond that of how transnational family forms affect gender 
roles and ideologies. As part of my phenomenological approach, I used in-depth, semi-
structured, and multiple interviews to encourage participants to reflect on the meanings of their 
experiences in ways beyond initial, possibly facile, responses to consider intricate relationships 
of factors and contexts related to their present situations (Seidman, 2006). 
Research Design 
This was a qualitative study in the tradition of phenomenology. It explored the lived experience 
of Central American transnational mothers reuniting with their children to explore the multiple 
and varied perspectives of migration and reunification but mostly to create space for immigrant 
women to discuss their own life experiences.  
Study Location 
Geographic context shapes reunification (Jaworsky, Levitt, Cadge, Hejtmanek & Curran, 
2012). Consequently, it was imperative to understand the specific location from which study 
participants were drawn. This study involved women living in Nassau and Suffolk Counties on 
Long Island, NY. These counties are suburbs of New York City where driving is essential, 
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residential segregation persists, and schools struggle to integrate immigrant children. These 
factors had noticeable consequences for transnational mothers from Central America and their 
children prior to and after reunification.  
I chose Long Island because it is home to a very large Central American community with 
about 101,705 Central Americans from the Northern Triangle (U.S. Census Bureau, ACS 
2019a). Most Central Americans on Long Island who have arrived since the 1980s are fleeing 
economic, political, and social strife (US Census Bureau, ACS 2010a). For the purposes of this 
study, I focused on Central American mothers from three countries: El Salvador, Guatemala, and 
Honduras in Nassau and Suffolk Counties since they comprise the largest share of Latinos in the 
area and 89% of all Central Americans on Long Island (US Census Bureau, ACS 2010b). More 
importantly, child migrants arriving today are predominantly from these countries (Migration 
Policy Institute, 2017).  
Participant Sampling 
To gather the qualitative verbal data required in step one of the Critical Research Method 
and Human Scientific Phenomenological Method proposed by Giorgi (1997), I employed a type 
of purposive sampling called criterion sampling, which involved choosing participants who met 
a particular criterion (Patton, 2002). In this case, participants needed to identify as immigrant 
women from either El Salvador, Guatemala, or Honduras. Participants also had to have spent at 
least two years separated from their children and then reunified with them after this period of 
time. Originally, I sought women who reunited with their children after 2014, but ultimately, I 
recruited women who migrated between 1976 and 2018 to learn how mothers experienced 
migration and reunification in earlier periods and in other historical and political contexts. To 
learn how legal status and the specific conditions of the host community, Long Island, NY, 
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worked together to affect reunification, the sample included women with varied legal status, 
including undocumented, temporary protected, and legal permanent residency.  
In order to recruit mothers who met the established criteria, I contacted three 
organizations: The Central American Refugee Network (CARECEN) and the Workplace Project 
(Centro de Derechos Laborales), both in the village of Hempstead, Nassau County, as well as 
Servicios Para el Avance de la Mujer (SEPA Mujer) in Islip, Suffolk County. All three 
organizations work with a large Central American immigrant population to provide legal 
immigration services, citizenship classes, and support groups for families with recent 
unaccompanied minors. They also carry out immigrant advocacy work, labor rights, domestic 
worker rights advocacy and organizing, domestic violence awareness, as well as family and 
children’s services. During my initial contact, I requested permission to recruit participants from 
among the members to whom they provided services. Working with the three organizations 
provided an important ethical safeguard because they ensured that study participants had access 
to social, workplace, family, and legal services, should any unmet needs be uncovered during the 
course of the study (see ethical considerations below). All three organizations enthusiastically 
granted permission to recruit participants for my study in their offices and during their meetings.  
Once the organizations formally granted authorization, I invited participants who 
attended their meetings (i.e., citizenship classes, English classes, monthly member meetings, 
support groups for families of unaccompanied minors) to participate in the research by posting 
and distributing fliers and recruitment letters in person outside the meeting rooms, before or after 
the meetings (Appendix 1). The flyer contained information explaining how to participate in the 
study. Because participants were first-generation and possibly recent immigrants, the information 
shared and posted on the flyer was written in Spanish. Since I am bilingual in Spanish and 
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English, I translated and back translated all materials.  
I recruited participants starting October 10, 2019 and concluded on March 3, 2020. I set 
out to recruit 25-30 participants divided between the three Northern Triangle countries; El 
Salvador (13), Honduras (8) and Guatemala (4), however I obtained more participants from El 
Salvador. It was not important to me to establish a roughly similar number of participants from 
the countries under consideration. I did grant participants anonymity. Anonymity was important 
because of their vulnerable status as undocumented immigrants and due to the sensitive nature of 
their stories. I also considered any immigrant mother from these three Northern Triangle 
countries who had migrated, separated, and reunified with their child in the US The child’s age at 
mother’s migration or reunification was not important. Child’s age at separation ranged from 2 
months to 35 years old. Child’s age at reunification ranged from 6-35. The number of children 
left behind was also not considered in recruitment. This ranged from 1-10 children. All mothers 
lived and worked on Long Island either in Nassau or Suffolk County. This was important due to 
study’s focus on transnational mothers living on Long Island. I also recruited key informants 
during this same period of October 2020-March 2021 (Appendix 3). I set out to recruit 10 key 
informants and wanted representation of organizers, organization directors, case workers, school 
guidance counselors, attorneys, social workers, and individuals in the community that provided 
direct service to transnational Central American mothers.  
Data Collection Methods 
I collected data in two ways. First, I conducted a focus group discussion with three 
participants on October 15th, 2019. The three participants were from the Workplace Project. Two 
mothers were from El Salvador and one mother was from Honduras. The organization’s director, 
Liliam Juarez, participated as well. These three mothers were also active participants in the 
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organization’s Nutrition workshops, TPS Alliance and active members of the organization. I had 
requested additional focus groups with the Workplace Project and the other two organizations, 
however due to difficult availability this did not happen. Following that, I conducted individual 
interviews with 25 mothers and 10 key informants October 15th2019 and March 15th, 2020. The 
key informants were persons in the community who were knowledgeable about the population. 
This last group were identified by organizational gatekeepers, study participants, and other 
community members. I had planned on conducting follow up interviews with most of my 25 
participants and key informants; however, COVID restrictions began to take place and many of 
the participants were either directly affected or had close family members affected and further 
interviews were not possible or feasible under those circumstances. 
Data Collection and Analysis Team  
A trustworthy study is one that is carried out fairly and ethically and whose findings 
represent as closely as possible the experience of the respondents. Thus, I wanted to ensure the 
trustworthiness of my study. To increase trustworthiness, I had initially proposed to work with 
two research assistants (one research assistant and one note taker). Unfortunately, it was difficult 
to recruit volunteers to accompany me in this research process due to conflicting schedules. In 
lieu of a research assistant and note taker, I had the support of organizational agents and staff at 
the three organizations who facilitated my entry into the organizations and recruitment with 
study participants. At CARECEN, 3 people helped. One staff member who was the organization 
director worked with me at the Workplace Project, and 2 staff members assisted me at SEPA 
Mujer. They provided their insight on the focus group interview as well as the individual 
interviews when I interviewed members of their organizations. I also shared my preliminary 
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findings with key informants from the three organizations and they also shared their feedback on 
my initial results and findings.  
Field Notes 
I recorded all my interview and took field notes to write down personal thoughts, ideas, 
and queries regarding the research observations from the focus groups and interview. This was 
useful in providing information for the data analysis. As noted by Phillippi & Lauderdale (2018) 
field notes serve many functions that include providing “rich descriptions of the study context, 
encounter, interview, focus group, and document’s valuable contextual data”( p. 18). My field 
notes provided details of each individual interview, where I emphasized some of the mother’s 
responses and made note of relative information about the interview that came up in the 
conversation.  
Focus Group Discussions  
To gather verbal data from participants, I asked open-ended and informal questions 
during the in-depth face-to-face focus group interview (Giorgi, 1997). See Appendix 3 for the list 
of questions. I conducted one focus group with a group of three women. It lasted for 3 hours. My 
initial goal was to organize focus groups according to each of the organizations mentioned 
above. However, this was only possible with members of the Workplace Project (Centro de 
Derechos Humanos) because of difficult scheduling availability with participants due to their 
work and family schedules.  
As phenomenology strives to understand the experiences of others, open-ended and 
informal questions in a focus group allow participants to talk about their experiences on their 
own terms and in their own words. As Patton (2002) wrote when describing phenomenology, 
what matters is “how they perceive it, describe it, feel about it, judge it, remember it, make sense 
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of it, and talk about it with others… that is, they have ‘lived experience’” (p 104). 
Interviews fulfil a greater purpose, which is to explore these women’s perceptions in their own 
words. Open-ended questions and free-flowing conversation is also important when considering 
migration and feminist research that argues against the appropriation of voice; as Reinharz 
(1992) said, “learning from women is an antidote to centuries of ignoring women’s ideas 
altogether or having men speak for women” ( p. 19). Some participants were very vocal about 
sharing their stories while others were more reserved in the focus group interviews so the 
responses varied in length. 
I conducted this focus group interview in Spanish, audio-recorded it, and then transcribed 
and translated the interviews into written English. The director of Workplace Project 
accompanied me and later shared her thoughts about the responses and the overall phenomenon.  
After the conclusion of the initial focus group interview, I reviewed the transcript and 
developed follow-up areas where more description and exploration were needed. The follow-up 
questions were specific to the responses from the focus group which I added to my individual 
interviews. See appendix 5. 
After the follow-up focus group interview, I asked the focus group participants to share 
additional thoughts or comments that they might have had about being a transnational mother 
and the reunification experiences with their children. My intention in this process was to allow 
the participants time to reflect on what they shared during the first focus group and to expand on 
those reflections during their individual interview. Once again, I transcribed each audio-
recording into written text and translated the text from Spanish to English.  
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Focus Group Interview Design  
I conducted the focus group interview to draw upon respondents’ attitudes, feelings, 
beliefs, and experiences. Since the phenomenological approach seeks to capture the essence of a 
lived experience, transnational mothering upon reunification, a group setting where participants 
could share and hear the experiences of others was beneficial.  
I asked standardized open-ended questions combined with an informal conversational 
interview-style to collect the data. The combination of these two allowed for flexibility and gave 
me the opportunity to probe into areas that the participants felt relevant to their experiences. 
Additionally, this approach permitted a systematic framework for questions that allowed the 
opportunity for comparable data collection (Patton, 2002). To employ the standardized open-
ended style, I utilized the pre-determined questions for each focus group interview (see 
Appendix 3). I wanted to keep the questions broad while providing some structure to the 
interview using follow up questions and probes that emerged from the discussion. I designed the 
standard questions using examples from Patton (2002) regarding phenomenological research.  
With respect to the informal conversational interview style, I allowed the participants to 
control the flow and direction of the discussion. The interviews lasted three hours, much more 
than I had expected. Some participants wanted to elaborate on their migration experience from 
their country of origin to their destination in the US, while looking for work, at work, or while 
organizing the community. I provided ample opportunity for them to give detailed accounts of 
any of those phases of their journeys. The informal focus group interview structure allowed me 
to develop and ask more questions as the participants opened up about a particular experience 
over another experience. 
98 
Data Analysis 
Giorgi (1997) described the Human Scientific Phenomenological Method as a process, 
and after the interviews and focus group interview, the next step of this process was to analyze 
the data. The analysis first required that I read the transcript from the focus group interview, the 
25 participant interviews and the 10 key informant interviews. This initial read-through gave me 
a general overview and allowed me to create a picture of each participant’s experience as a 
whole, flowing as an interconnected phenomenon. It also was a way for me to fully appreciate 
the participants’ experiences from a holistic perspective (Giorgi, 1997).  
When reviewing the transcripts from the focus group and individual interviews, I 
organized the data into distinct parts or themes and employed two tools from phenomenology: 
epoche and bracketing. Epoche is used to describe the distancing or bracketing of personal 
experiences (Padget, 2017). First, when engaging the data from a perspective of epoche, I had to 
consider my own personal biases to eliminate personal involvement with the subject material and 
to eliminate or at least recognize my own preconceptions. Moustakas (1994) recommends that 
“the researcher begin by recording his or her personal experiences with the phenomenon to help 
set boundaries on limiting (but not eliminating) the influence of those experiences” ( cited in 
Padgett, 2017 p. 159).  
I also employed bracketing a form of phenomenological reduction. Bracketing in 
phenomenology is the process of “teasing out the experiences from their contextual framework 
and viewing them as an isolated phenomenon free from preconceived ideas or past knowledge” 
(Patton, 2002). This allows the phenomena to be purely identified without external influence 
(Giorgi, 1997; Patton, 2002). My own lived experience influenced my choice to focus my study 
on the experiences of first-generation immigrant mothers from Central America. This choice 
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reflected my own orientation and interests and could have influenced how I analyzed the data, 
what themes I highlighted, and how I constructed the report from their responses and stories. I 
am also a working mother. My experience as a mother creates emotional ties and sentiments that 
can affect my view of what a mother’s role should be. My life as a working mother also affects 
my perspective of my role as a breadwinner, economic provider, and what working outside the 
home does in my separation from my young children. As a doctoral student, I also have some 
preconceived notions regarding conceptual frameworks and theoretical approaches in Sociology 
and Social Welfare that might have affected my study. My family background, academic 
background, and professional life could have potentially influenced this research. For these 
reasons, I was very cognizant of my personal and professional experiences as I approached and 
developed this research. Consequently, I attempted to be vigilant about refraining from having 
my personal standpoint influence the data analysis process. The presence of organization 
professional staff who provided their own insight and reflection on participant’s responses were 
a source of help to check for personal biases and blind spots that I might have overlooked.  
Groenewald (2004) pointed out that researchers can never fully detach themselves from 
their research, and instead of pretending to do so, may recognize their experiences as valuable 
grounding information as they maintain openness to new ideas and constructions. Thus, design, 
implementation, and interpretation are grounded in and shaped by the researcher’s experiences, 
knowledge, skills, and purposes. In phenomenology, participants’ lived experiences are drawn 
out, clarified, and mutually interpreted by the researcher and the participants. This allows 
participants’ verbalized experiences to move beyond their consciousness. I attempted to practice 
“concurrent interpretation” (Conroy, 2003) by emphasizing meanings within social contexts 
while accounting for the impacts and importance of cultural, social, and political environments. 
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After employing both epoche and bracketing, as well as analyzing the transcripts, I 
separated the data according to meaning. I attempted to analyze the transcripts one element at a 
time. Once the elements were revealed, the elements were “horizontalized” and I then removed 
those elements that did not pertain to the study. Patton (2002) described horizontalization as the 
process whereby: “the data are spread out for examination, with all elements and perspectives 
having equal weight” (p. 486). In the end, I combined elements from each participant’s 
transcripts into 20 themes. I grouped the information and looked for common themes in a chart. 
This chart served as the product that allowed me to draw conclusions and make 
recommendations that were supported by data generated by my study.  
Coding  
Coding is an analytic procedure that will produce “building blocks or scaffolding for the 
studies interpretive findings” (Padgett, 2017, p. 163). Although I had originally planned on 
working with a research team, I was unable to do so. Instead, I worked closely with my 
dissertation chair and consulted with another committee member for guidance during the initial 
stages of the coding process.  
After finishing the translation and transcribing the interviews, I began with what Padgett 
refers to as “open coding” using the right-hand margins of the transcript to bracket relevant 
segments and assign code labels to them. As recommended by Padgett (2017), I highlighted 
quotes that were repeated and shared them with my adviser and from there I labeled and then 
used the coded material to develop a table of codes (Padgett, 2017).  
Meaning Making  
In this study, I wanted to understand what the experiences of transnational mothers who 
reunified with their children after a long separation meant to the mothers themselves. 
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Consequently, the cultural and local context of these mothers’ lives were the driving force during 
this process of making meaning. Therefore, as I expected and planned, the sharing of their life 
stories and how they described what the meaning of those experiences emerged from there 
(Giorgi, 1971; Wong, 2015, p.109). 
Giorgi (1971) suggested that for meaning to be understood in the context of the subjects, 
researchers should use a process called “explicitation” (p.21), rather than traditional data analysis 
(Wong, 2015, p.109). Explicitation is the process of making explicit or “thematizing the locus of 
any given phenomenon within its context” (Georgi, p. 21 in Wong, p. 109). The explicitation 
process has five steps: 1) collecting of verbal data, 2) reading the data, 3)  dividing the data into 
meaning units, 4) organization and expression of data into disciplinary language, and 5) 
expressing the structure of the phenomenon (Giorgi, 1997 in Wong, 2015 p.109).  
I adapted this process in the following way: First, I consulted with my advisor to share 
what I had heard in the focus group, individual interviews, and key informant interviews. I was 
able to make notes according to the coding process I developed; second, I read the transcripts 
and bracketed my impressions. Third, I used my own reflections on those conversations  to help 
me develop meaning units. Fourth, I created a code table that translated the data into disciplinary 
language. Fifth, I worked on my own and organized the data into categories that expressed the 
structure and meaning of the phenomenon.  
Strategies for Rigor and Trustworthiness 
To address and secure trustworthiness and rigor in the study, I took a number of steps. 
These measures to secure rigor and trustworthiness are not the same as those carried out in 
quantitative studies related to reliability and validity (Padgett, 2017). Padgett (2017) said that 
when considering quality and accountability in qualitative research, rigor must be accounted for 
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in the early stages of the design of the study. Guba and Lincoln (1989) stated that when capturing 
the phenomenon of accountability in qualitative research. Some strategies that I used to ensure 
trustworthiness were member checking, debriefing and support from my dissertation committee 
and chair, experts in the field, debriefing with a few organizational leaders, and triangulation of 
data.  
Member Checking  
A key strategy for establishing the trustworthiness and credibility of my findings was 
member checking with key informants. This involved sharing preliminary and subsequent 
findings from the data with key informants and focus group members. Member checking allowed 
prompt revisiting of the data and generation of new interpretations. The benefit of member 
checking is that it is an opportunity to confirm or disregard my interpretations and inductions of 
and conclusions from the data essentially due to my own potential biases (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985; Padgett, 2017). The feedback offered was highly valuable for my data analysis and 
interpretive work because it provided me with important insights about and justifications for my 
interpretations.  
Peer Debriefing and Support  
Like member checking, team and peer debriefing involves discussing the analytical 
process with a research team (Padgett, 2017). Since I did not have a research team due to the 
difficult circumstances at the time of data collection, and therefore was unable to include this 
practice. 
Data Triangulation  
I used various data analysis strategies to secure trustworthiness and multiple perspectives. 
These included: the focus group and in-depth individual interviews and key informant 
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interviews. I made sure to compare my notes with transcripts and review of any relevant data. 
This was useful for having multiple sources of information and cross-checking them to see areas 
where they overlapped or not.  
Potential Ethical Issues during Research 
Ethical considerations and informed consent were at the foundations of my research 
protocol. I received IRB approval for my study in October 2019. See Appendix 6. Because most 
of the subject participants or their children were undocumented, they were considered a 
vulnerable population, and I only required oral consent, as opposed to written consent, for their 
participation. Their undocumented status may have given them reasonable fear that outsiders 
knowing their identities would jeopardize their status or their life. Such populations require 
special attention and care, but should not be excluded from participating in research, as such 
exclusion prevents their voices from contributing to knowledge and eventually to policy 
recommendations or service delivery. Therefore, I tried to ensure that they not be placed at any 
additional risk by any aspect of the research process by following established guidelines 
(Mazurana, Gale, & Jacobsen, 2013; Padgett, 2017; Quinn, 2015). To this end, I mostly included 
transnational mothers who were already participating in the service programs of the three 
organizations mentioned above, who therefore had access to legal, social, and psychological 
services to support them and their access to such services is a requirement for the protection of 
vulnerable human subjects, especially in situations of forced migration (Clark-Kazak, 2017).  
Eight out of the 25 women were not recruited directly from these organizations but were 
referred through other participants in the study. The focus group participants all were from 
Workplace Project, one of the organizations that granted me authorization to recruit participants 
and the interview was carried out in their main offices. The majority of the individual in-depth 
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interviews were also carried in the CARECEN offices or the Work Place Project offices. All 
other interviews took place in the participant’s homes or in a place of the participants’ choosing.  
For example, one participant requested that the interview be done at a McDonald’s and another 
at a Panera Bread restaurant. Both participants cited privacy from their family members in order 
to share their personal stories and experiences. There were service providers from the agencies 
present on the premises during the interviews and focus group, which was an intentional choice. 
I made every effort to avoid distressing the participants, but I wanted to be prepared for any 
psychosocial distress that could have occurred and might have required additional support from 
staff from the three organizations Although, many participants displayed sadness and tears after 
sharing some of their hardships of migration, separation, reunification and violence during the 
interviews, additional professional support was not needed during the 25 interviews or during the 
focus group meeting.  
Protecting Anonymity 
I took special care not to identify the members of the specific focus group or individual 
interview by name and only provided aggregated data in my data reports. I did not require signed 
consent to participate in the study. Rather, I read the consent form to each participant in private 
and ask her for oral assent. At no time did I identify the name of any person in the transcripts of 
the interviews. I do not have any video documentation that could lead an individual to be 
identified, to follow standards of protection for forced migrants (ClarkKazak, 2017) 
I also obtained permission from the organizations where recruitment occurred in the form 
of a signed letter. See Appendix 6. These organizations are what Padgett refers to as 
“gatekeepers.” This relationship facilitated a formal collaboration with the organizations that 
provided access to their clients for recruitment as subject participants. The recruitment letter 
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assured the participants that they were not required to participate in the study and that this 
decision would not affect their services in any way.  
Confidentiality  
I tried to do my best to guarantee confidentiality by ensuring that the identities of 
participants were not revealed or linked to the information that they provided. To guarantee the 
confidentiality of my participants, I created pseudonyms for each of them and discarded 
inconsequential information about their identities (Padgett, 2017). These steps allowed me to be 
certain that their identities would not be revealed in my database and when reporting the results. 
The data was stored in my hard drive under password protection. No identifying information was 
included in these data. Due to the COVID global pandemic, I was unable to save the hard drive 
at the Silberman School of Social Work as initially planned.  
Summary 
In this chapter, I reviewed the research questions, the design, participants, instruments, 
procedures of data collecting and data analysis. I presented various elements of the data 
collection and data analysis were presented. I applied qualitative research methods to this 
phenomenological research study, specifically in the form of one open-ended, informal focus 
group interview, 25 individual interviews with mothers and 10 key informants.  The next chapter 
will begin to explain the findings of my study, starting off with the experiences of separation of 
these mothers from their children, the time periods when they left, and their journeys to the US  
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CHAPTER VI: SACANDO LOS HIJOS ADELANTE  
MOTHERS MIGRATION STRATEGY IN TIMES OF WAR, SOCIAL DISLOCATION, 
VIOLENCE, AND ECONOMIC DISTRESS 
This chapter presents an overview of the participants’ experiences of migration from their 
countries of origin and their journeys to Long Island, New York. Specifically, I focus on how 
these women came to be transnational mothers and how the period in which they migrated 
created the conditions for their choice to leave their children behind. Common themes that 
influenced mothers’ decision to migrate revolved around poverty, family obligation and 
sacrifice, fleeing multiple forms of violence, and searching for new ways to provide for their 
children from afar. Taken together and across time periods, violence was a primary motivator. 
Variation in the four time periods included marriage status, facing different types of violence, 
reunification with family members in the US, and mothers migrating with children while leaving 
other children behind.  
As a reminder, this study examined the experiences of migration, separation, and 
reunification of Central American immigrant mothers living on Long Island with their children. I 
analyzed semi-structured interviews with 25 women, aged 26-73, from the Northern Triangle 
countries of El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala who left behind one to ten children between 
1976-2018. To understand the phenomenon of reunification from the participant’s perspective, 
the interviews captured their overarching life stories leading up to reunification with their 
children and their lives after reunification.  
Using the transnational motherhood framework outlined in Chapter III as a lens of 
analysis allowed me to examine the women’s decisions to migrate without their children as 
survival strategies and demonstrations of love. The framework also highlighted the experiences 
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of mothers as they shifted their traditional gender roles from emotional caretakers to economic 
providers.  
The exposure to multiple forms of interpersonal violence is also a theme that merits 
attention because it appears in the mothers’ initial reasons for migration and also as a common 
theme in their lived experiences in the US as well. Mothers were subjected to gender violence, 
family violence, economic violence, state violence, and gang violence to different degrees in the 
four periods detailed ahead. Using structural violence, as a sensitizing concept helped frame 
these experiences of interpersonal violence within a larger context that linked the women’s 
socio-political climate with the mothers’ decisions to migrate. 
The research findings in this chapter are presented in three major sections, which align 
with the research questions that motivated my study and chart a chronological exploration of the 
mothers’ reasons for migration and then reunification. In the first section, Becoming a 
Transnational Mother, I used the theoretical framework that underpinned my study to identify the 
four periods of migration and the rationales for migration associated with each. This section 
establishes the time periods illuminated by the study’s participants in the interviews and the 
primary motivating factor that violence played throughout the periods under discussion.  
The second section, Reasons for Migration, details the four periods of migration. I allow 
space for the transnational mothers who were the study participants to emphasize the personal 
nature of their decision to migrate while placing their choices within the broader context of the 
socio-political world of the Northern Triangle. It was important in this study to allow space for 
women who might otherwise have few other mechanisms for expression to speak to their own 
individual experiences and the ways they experienced motherhood throughout.  
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The final section, Dangerous Journeys: Transnational Motherhood, Sacrifice, and 
Trauma, ties all four time periods of migration together. It does so by emphasizing the 
continuing nature of the violence these Central American mothers faced and continue to face by 
emphasizing the trade-offs mothers were willing to make to ensure the safety of themselves and 
their families. In this section, the overarching trauma of transnational motherhood comes to the 
foreground. The information presented in this chapter is an essential part of their stories and 
illuminates how the conditions for reunification with their children came about years later. 
Becoming a Transnational Mother 
Transnational motherhood as a theoretical framework underpins this study in several 
ways. In the following section, I describe the different rationales the study participants used 
when they decided to become transnational mothers. Ultimately, the interviews illuminated four 
main periods of migration and the varied reasons that mothers migrated during them. Violence, 
social, political, and economic, were fundamental considerations across chronological periods 
but specifics varied greatly. The overarching experiences of violence affected mother’s decisions 
to migrate, the way they migrated, and their decisions about reunifying with their children. 
In all four periods, the women’s families were reorganized such that grandparents 
become primary caretakers and mothers become providers, sometimes alongside their husbands, 
but mostly alone as the sole providers. Mothers left because of the obligation to help their 
children and help them get ahead, including to provide the financial means to protect them from 
exposure to violence. Participants in the study expressed conflicted feelings about leaving but 
were encouraged by others in their families to make that big leap of faith, leaving them no other 
choice. Migrating without their children was incredibly painful for mothers who recall the last 
few moments with their children, but it was an act of love that meant pain in the short term in 
109 
exchange for survival in the long term. Mothers all hoped it would be a short separation and 
reunification would happen sooner rather than later.  
Becoming a Transnational Mother in Different Time Periods 
From the interviews, I identified four periods of migration, which are presented in Table 1:  
(1) Civil wars in El Salvador and Guatemala (1976-1993)  
(2) Post-War and Economic Violence in the Northern Triangle countries (1993- 2001)  
(3) Economic, Domestic, and Social dislocation (2002-2010)  
(4) Gang Violence, Illegal Drug Trade, and Social Disintegration (2010-2018)  
These time-periods were marked by a context of war and violence, social dislocation, economic 
violence, community and gang violence, and family pressure to get their children ahead, 
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Types of Violence 
Kaltman, et al. (2011) identified various types of traumatogenic experiences in a study 
that they carried out with Central American, Mexican, and South American women. They 
focused on violence in relation to contextual factors and coded eight types of violence that their 
subjects experienced in their countries of origin, during their migration and in the US (Kaltman, 
et al, 2011). They found that the Latina immigrants in their study from Central America, Mexico, 
and South America had very high levels of traumatic violence exposure, with the most 
commonly reported types being domestic violence, community violence, and witnessing 
violence.  (Kaltman, et al, 2011).  
The migration experiences of the study participants also illustrated various types of 
traumatogenic violence in their countries of origin and on the journeys to the US I identified five 
out of the eight types of violence from the Kaltman et al study. These included: 1) Domestic 
violence 2) Community violence 3) Witnessing violence 4) Political violence, and 5) Violent loss 
specifically in their country of origin and during their migration to the US These overlapped with 
each period of migration described below. Such experiences appear repeatedly throughout the 
four chronological periods though their frequency waxes and wanes.  
111 
Reasons for Migration 
Mothers in this study experienced many kinds of socio-political and economic violence 
leading up to their decisions to migrate to the US The four periods break down as follows: 1976-
1993, 1993-2000, 2001-2010, and 2010-2019. I crafted these chronological distinctions based 
upon the reasons interview subjects gave that motivated their migrations. While violence was the 
overarching reason, the particulars depended greatly on the socio-political context in the 
women’s home countries, and that changed throughout the decades.  
Time Period 1: The Civil Wars of El Salvador and Guatemala, Central America, Late 
1976-1993  
As Table 2 shows, six women in my study migrated between 1976 and 1993. During the 
late 1970s, the Central American Northern Triangle countries of El Salvador and Guatemala 
experienced the beginning of civil war, armed conflict, and state repression. Large-scale 
migration from the western region of Guatemala began in the mid-to late 1970s after years of 
political repression of indigenous communities by the federal and state governments (Jonas, 
2014). In neighboring El Salvador, the brutal and bloody Civil war began in 1979.  
The war in El Salvador and the genocidal military attacks on indigenous communities in 
the highlands of the western region of Guatemala created pockets of social disintegration that 
were felt by communities directly attacked and in the surrounding areas as well (Jonas, 2014). As 
a result, many individuals affected by the outbreak of war had to flee to other areas of the 
country and also outside of El Salvador to neighboring countries like Nicaragua, Honduras, 
Mexico, as well as outside of Central America, to Europe and Australia, but mostly to the US 
(Jonas, 2014).  
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The Civil Wars in El Salvador and Guatemala and the ways war impoverished their 
families were the leading reasons for migration. Five out of six women were married at the time 
they left their home countries. Half were reunified with their family in the US and half left their 





































































Civil War Exasperating Poverty 
Six participants in the study who came to the US during this period came from these war 
inflicted regions in Guatemala and El Salvador. There were no mothers who came from 
Honduras during this period. Both Guatemala and El Salvador were experiencing civil war 
during this time period. Violence exacerbated the situation of poverty, and mothers took on the 
responsibility to provide for their children even if it meant leaving them for an unspecified 
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amount of time. Living through this violence created increasing pressure and hardship for 
families in general, and specifically, for the families of the participants in the study. Economic 
and financial stress was even more commonplace and was an outcome of the war.  
“Ana” was married and had two daughters in El Salvador. She decided to migrate after 
experiencing a difficult economic situation that left her without a home. She followed the pattern 
of stepwise migration, defined as family members migrating at different times. Her husband 
migrated first, and she followed him in 1991. She recalls how painful it was to have to leave her 
two young daughters, aged six and eight.  She explained how the family had barely survived the 
civil war. Anadalia said,  
It was terrible. It is a miracle from God that you are here talking to me now, that I 
was able to leave and wasn’t killed. I spent eight days not eating. We would drink 
the drops of water that would come out of the faucet. Explosions, shots, 
surrounded us and we would hide under our mattresses and pretend to be dead. I 
witnessed parents carrying dead children in their arms. Helicopters would be 
circling around telling us not to leave our homes during these attacks. (December 
2019) 
The deadly impact of the war between government forces and the coalition of rebel forces in the 
FMLN played out in local communities everywhere. Many families like Ana’s were caught in 
the middle of gunfire and were indirectly held hostage in their homes, unable to leave.  
“Julia” also migrated from El Salvador in 1986 at the height of the Civil War. She left 
four children with her husband after the devastating earthquake of 1986. She shared the 
following:  
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I came in eighty-six because of an earthquake, the way we lived, we lost 
everything after the earthquake. I came for economic reasons. I was married at the 
time. We agreed I would come, but over time there were changes in our 
relationship because of the distance. I really did not want to come [to the US] 
because I had an infant little girl, a boy who was a year and a half old, the other 
boy was eight years old and the oldest was fourteen years old. Supposedly, I was 
only going to come for five years, after we leveled off financially, especially since 
the baby was so young. Leaving them when they’re so young is something that 
marks you every single day, but you have to do it, out of need. (October 2019) 
Julia reflects on her migration as one of no other alternative. She sadly recalls that her children 
were very young and that she thought it would only be a temporary thing. Poverty exasperated 
by war made her migration a necessary sacrifice to provide for her children. Her migration also 
led to the disintegration of her marriage. Julia, like others, faced marital hardships after they 
migrated, which not only affected their relationships but also their children’s well-being since 
their husbands discontinued their childcare responsibilities. 
Mothers Joining their Male Family Members in the US to Support Children Back Home 
Five of the six subject participants who left during the civil wars in El Salvador and 
Guatemala followed other male family members who left earlier. The only exception was 
“Rubiana” who was a single mother.  
“Andrea” migrated without her children in 1976 from Guatemala to the US after her 
husband left months before. She left two children, aged two and three, with her mother. She 
remembered the violence everywhere and a lack of food for her children. She felt obligated to 
leave because she needed to find ways to support them. Mothers in this period overwhelmingly 
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left due to poverty and having family members, husbands, and fathers, in the US facilitated their 
migration. Andrea said, “Everything was so hard. We had no money and barely any food. My 
husband had left before, and I decided to join him so that I can send more money to my mother 
and my children” (October 2019) 
Returning to Visit Children 
A distinct characteristic of this period was that mothers who migrated were able to visit 
their children after migration. Their migration journeys were difficult, but the Mexico-Guatemala 
and Mexico-US borders were less militarized than later time periods making both the journeys 
more accessible and less life threatening, which allowed them to return to visit children.  
Mothers shared that they left but were able to visit their children for brief amounts of time years 
during their separations. The pain of returning was described as agonizing and heart wrenching. 
These visits happened early in the civil war years or towards the end when conditions were safer 
for their return. Andrea, recalling her visits, said: 
Saying goodbye was the worst part. You go hug your kids goodbye and they cling 
to you. You have to look at them and push them away and tell them that you have 
to go. It’s so hard and so sad. (October 2019) 
“Teodora” also went to see her children after she had migrated. She was there for two 
weeks and they welcomed her very well, happy and thrilled to see her. They wanted to return 
with her and later were angry with her for not taking them with her. She said, “My little boy even 
took pictures for his passport thinking they were going back with me. He was so disappointed 
because he could not go” (January 2020).  
Ultimately, migration during the period of the civil wars in El Salvador and Guatemala 
was marked by Civil War and family desperation and poverty. The six women who migrated 
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during this period emphasized the importance of sacrificing for their children. Violence born out 
of the civil wars and exacerbated by poverty impacted their decisions and their journeys, which 
further illuminates the continuation of this experience in the immediate post-war time of Period 
2.  
Period 2: Post War and Economic Violence Northern Triangle: 1993 -2000 
Even though large-scale migration began in the late 1970s and early 1980s when refugees 
fled from civil wars in El Salvador and Guatemala, the flow of migrants from these two countries 
continued after the wars ended in 1992 in El Salvador and 1996 in Guatemala. The combination 
of the armed conflicts, the resulting economic devastation, and the neoliberal policies following 
the Peace Accords that ended both civil wars in El Salvador (1992) and Guatemala (1996) in 
addition to natural disasters like Hurricane Mitch (1998), contributed to even greater migration 
from Central America. This created a form of economic violence that locked families in 
desperate poverty, ultimately generating the conditions of sustained poverty for a continuous 
flow of migrants from this region even after the civil wars had ended.  
Less visible but equally significant was migration that began in the 1990s from Honduras. 
Scholars note that Hondurans began to migrate in large numbers after neo-liberal state policies 
inflicted different but still devastating violence that gravely affected peasant farmers. These 
policies included drastic austerity measures to cut social programs, subsidies for farmers, and the 
influx of US imports (Reichman, 2011). Fleeing war and poverty were cited as one of the main 
reasons mothers left their children to come to the US to better support them. They were also 
aware of the availability of work, mostly in the domestic labor, where they could be employed 
for a much higher pay then they would receive in their countries of origin.  
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As Table 3 shows, three study participants migrated during the immediate post-civil wars 
period. During this period, the sample included a mother from Honduras, in addition to El 
Salvador and Guatemala, which helped to further round out my study. The changing social, 
political, and economic realities of life in post-war, pro-austerity Central America during the 
early and mid-1990s greatly influenced the decisions of mothers in this study to migrate. This 
context of economic violence exacerbated the conditions of poverty facing families with 
relatively no income or means of survival thus making migration the only option for families, 
mothers, children, and respective caretakers to survive. Previously, fathers were expected to 
provide for their children and migrate; for single mothers, mothers were given that responsibility. 
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Single Mothers Leaving to Support their Children 
The participants who left in what I have identified as a distinct second period of this 
study were all young single mothers with one or two children each. These single mothers 
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migrated out of great economic need and social insecurity. Similar to the married mothers from 
the time period of the Salvadoran and Guatemalan Civil Wars, single mothers who migrated in 
the 1990s were expected to provide for their children during this time of vast economic distress. 
They had very few options for survival. Many shared that their parents encouraged them to 
migrate and take advantage of trips that other migrants were going on and to go with them. 
Parents also encouraged them to leave in order to send remittances from abroad to help all of 
them. This informal bargain was a form of security that made it possible for mothers to leave and 
reorganize their lives from abroad. Describing her decision, “Nancy” said: 
I left with just my mother’s promise that she would care for my son just like she 
cared for us when we were little. He was very small, only two months old. She 
said to just to send money for whatever he and they needed. She said not to worry. 
(February 2020) 
The participants in the study who left during this Post-War period shared that they did not 
bring their children due to the expected dangers of the journey. Traveling with their children was 
not an option. They were going to have to migrate without them due to the risky nature of 
migrating overland and without documentation to the US, and to allow the women to work as 
much as possible to provide for their children and families from abroad. The emotional hardship 
of leaving their children behind was a painful one for mothers but their goal was to work to 
support their children. Fernanda remembered just such a situation: “My son was two years old 
when I left. I left him with my mom to come work here. I had to leave him because I am a single 
mother and could not provide for him in my country” (December 2019).  
Mothers made the difficult choice to migrate on their own and the subsequent journey 
was a risky one for them due to their lack of legal status crossing numerous countries. Reinaluz, 
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a single mother with two children, left Honduras in 1996. She described her experience of 
migration thusly:  
I came in a trailer with 250 people. The trailer got stuck in the desert. We had to 
pee in buckets, and we would have to do everything in front of everyone. We 
were stuck for three hours in that trailer, and luckily someone opened the door. 
When they opened the door, we got out gasping for air, and we realized we were 
in the desert. We were so thirsty we drank water from these pails where horses 
would drink from. We all had to do it. We were close to Arizona, but so many 
things happened. We were hungry, so scared. I wouldn’t do it again, you suffer so 
much on the trip. Once I passed the border it wasn’t so bad. (December 2019)  
Reinaluz came with a group organized by human smugglers, and almost lost her life attempting 
to come to the US Even before the militarization of the US-Mexico border, when Reinaluz 
migrated, crossing was hazardous. Migrants were subjected to incredibly dangerous conditions 
when traveling through Mexico at the hands of coyotes and other organized groups that profited 
from and threatened migrants like Reinaluz.  
The migration experience was also very different and more violent than the previous 
period. Mothers cited more dangerous and riskier passages, specifically through Mexico 
compared to the period of the Civil Wars (1976-1993). They traveled in more organized trips 
with larger groups and experienced violence, assault, robbery, rape, and near-death experiences 
along the way. Migrating as a woman through Mexico was incredibly dangerous and all of these 
mothers risked their lives to come to the US. They were subjected to threats of violence by those 
they were traveling with, Mexican immigration agents, and others along the way. They faced 
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dreadful conditions while traveling during these long arduous journeys packed in close quarters 
with other migrants for a days and weeks on end. 
Period 3: Economic, Domestic and Community Violence in Central America, 2001-2010 
Eleven out of the 25 mothers in the study left during this period. Many cite violence and 
abuse in their homes and communities and great poverty as reasons for migrating to the US. As 
Table 4 shows, all three Northern Triangle countries were represented in the interview sample. 
Most participants were single mothers at the time of migration. Nine out of the eleven women 
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Community and Domestic Violence 
While the mothers expressed varied reasons for migrating during this period, both 
community and domestic violence were commonly cited regardless of the country of origin. The 
political and economic violence from the previous two decades of war, conflict and economic 
distress, created a context of social dislocation for families and their communities. The five 
mothers in my study who left Honduras during the 2000s all faced either community or domestic 
violence, which motivated their migration.  
One example of this is Elena, a single mother who came from Honduras and traveled to 
the US in 2000; she left two children, aged three and one-and-a-half in Honduras under the care 
of her husband’s family. Elena fled violence after family members were killed by gang members 
who threatened to kill her as well. Her husband came first to the US after Hurricane Mitch, and 
she came shortly after. Elena explained that she had to leave because she thought they were 
going to kill her, too. She said: 
The gang members that killed my family members wanted to kill all of us. They 
knew where we lived, they had attacked my husband’s family and knew that we 
knew who they were and wanted to kill all of us. (October 2019) 
Martha, a married but separated mother with two children, also fled Honduras to avoid an 
acquaintance who was stalking, harassing, and had raped her. She had previously separated from 
her husband who had come to the U.S a couple years before her and decided to flee because her 
abuser followed her everywhere. She left her children with her parents in 2006. She felt she had 
nowhere to go in Honduras to be safe from her attacker and had to leave for her own safety and 
for her children’s well-being. Reuniting with her husband in the US was the only way to do this. 
Recalling her experience, she said: 
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This man followed me everywhere and was stalking me. I hid it from my husband 
because I did not want him to worry about it and ultimately to blame me or accuse 
me of bringing this onto myself. One day the man came into my house and raped 
me. I could not continue to live there because I was afraid of him. I sent my 
children with my mother and father to their home and had to leave. I wanted to 
join my husband in the US (January 2020) 
Violence, both community and domestic, was not only an issue facing the Honduran 
mothers in this study, but also Salvadoran mothers. “Vanessa”, a married mother of three, left El 
Salvador in 2004 after experiencing a violent relationship with her husband. He left for the US, 
and after some time, he asked her to join him so they could both send money back to provide for 
their children. Although she did not want to relive the violence, she felt she had no choice but to 
go join him in the US to send financial support to her three children. They were ages seven, 
eight, and nine, because she felt it was necessary for her to go.  
Family violence and the various forms of interpersonal violence that these mothers faced 
resulted from how their partners and other community members, all survivors of structural 
violence themselves, often reenacted this violence in family life (Montesani & Thurston, 2015). 
Violent Journeys 
Following these multiple experiences of interpersonal violence in the family and in their 
communities, these participants looked for an escape. They shared that groups were starting to 
travel north, and they seized the opportunity to join as well.  As the militarization of the US-
Mexican border made it increasingly difficult for men to visit home, women took the risk to 
migrate illegally to reunite with their husbands. Bringing children across the border, however, 
was even more risky and prohibitively expensive; thus, women began to leave their children 
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behind as men in their families had previously done before (Dreby, 2010). Unauthorized 
migration through the southern border became increasingly difficult and dangerous. Mothers 
continued to come without their children because of the high cost of financing their trip and the 
unknown dangers that would face them in the process. “Mariana” explained her decision by 
saying, I had to come alone. I could not risk my children’s lives. I did the trip alone, went on the 
“Bestia” and it took me four months, I left in January and got to Houston on May 5th” (December 
2019). 
“Martha”, who left Honduras in 2006, explained that it took her some time to come to the 
US She migrated with a group of women and children. They were housed in different locations 
along the way, and she was raped during the trip. Migrants had to lay on top of each other in the 
eighteen-wheeler tractor trailer like sardines and almost died on the way here. She shivered when 
sharing her experience and says the memory of trip will haunt her forever:  
It was a terrible experience that I will never forget. In Tabasco they took us off 
the bus and the coyote then had his way with me. Further along the way close to 
the border we had to ride in the truck piled on top of each other where we had to 
lay like sardines, and I barely survived that. (December 2019) 
Militarized border 
During this same time, the US government began a program of border militarization with 
increased funding in an attempt to protect the country from potential terrorist attacks. 
Immigration and Naturalization Service became the Department of Homeland Security, and in 
2003, the United States Immigration Control and Enforcement (ICE) was created under its 
umbrella (USCIS, 2020). Unauthorized migration through the southern border became 
124 
increasingly difficult and dangerous though Central American mothers like the ones in this study 
continued to make the trip, usually without their children.  
After the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center, the border itself and migration from 
Central America would never be the same. Key informant, Patrick Young, Legal director for 
CARECEN states:  
The border was certainly easier to cross at that time [prior to 9/11] than it would 
have been after 2001, after the Sept 11th attacks. Unlike today, people coming to 
the US “present” themselves at the border, at that time in the late 90s people were 
typically trying to avoid coming in contact with, there was no ICE at that time but 
with, the INS which ran the border patrol which was part of the INS, which no 
longer exists. So we saw more and more numbers of women coming in by 
themselves and leaving their children at home, at home in-country. We also began 
to see a diversification in the countries people came from, still largely Salvadoran 
but not all Salvadoran. It used to be common, we’d look at our records for a given 
month and 90% of the people were from El Salvador and then in late 1990s we 
see people from, particularly Honduras, coming in. (Interview, February, 2020). 
Young describes major differences between the first two periods of migration that I have 
identified (those before 2001) and the final two periods I describe (post-2001). After the 9/11 
terrorist attacks, the US-Mexico border became completely militarized, which made crossing 
over without documentation incredibly difficult and dangerous for immigrants. Before 2001, 
migration flows would go back and forth. Many immigrants worked as seasonal workers and 
returned home from the US or at least visit regularly. Andrea and Teodora, who migrated during 
Period 1, describe this phenomenon. The increasingly dangerous nature of the migrant journey 
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made it even more difficult to bring children. Young also mentioned that prior to 9/11, 
immigrants avoided border control agents in order to cross over without being detained. After 
9/11, immigrants would sometimes seek border agents in order to request asylum and aid after 
treacherous migration experiences of violence and abuse by coyotes, drug traffickers, and others 
that exploited migrants.  
Period 4: Gang Violence and Mothers Migrating with Children: 2010 -2020 
Pervasive Gang Violence 
The Northern Triangle countries began to experience intensive amounts of violence and 
crime from multiple sources, but primarily from the growing presence of gangs (Menjivar & 
Gomez Cervantes, 2018). Gangs in places like El Salvador can be traced back to the 1980s with 
US deportees from Los Angeles to El Salvador (Cruz, 2013). This occurred during a time of 
growing inequality, overdependence on remittances, shrinking job pools, and family separation, 
which all contributed to create a vulnerable society and increased social dislocation. Such 
society-wide changes made crime and violence a natural response by many (Cruz, 2013; 
Menjivar & Gomez Cervantes, 2018). What began in El Salvador not only altered that country, 
but it also then transcended beyond El Salvador’s borders and had spillover effects into 
neighboring Honduras and Guatemala.  
Participants who migrated after 2010 cited this ruthless climate of violence as a major 
cause of their migration. Many witnessed violence in their communities and were victims of 
gang violence or threats of violence, which were the main factors for their migration. Sometimes 
the women migrated with their children; others left some behind. Four of the 25 study 
participants migrated during this period. Two were married and two were single. Three out of the 
four women cited gang or other forms of community violence as a primary reason for leaving. 
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The three women who cited violence as the motivator for their migration took at least one child 
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Mothers during this period were increasingly fearful for their lives due to the 
compounded impact of community violence and the way that this violence enforced and 
sustained poverty. Participants were threatened by gangs and gang members; they were extorted 
and felt they had very few options other than migration. They also chose to migrate with at least 
one of their children, usually the youngest one(s), as a way to protect their children and were 
hopeful that their other children would join them after they were settled in the US   
“Herminia” exemplified this experience of migration with children because of gang 
violence. She had three small children, aged 8, 4 and 2. She left Honduras in 2017 with two of 
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her three youngest children. Her husband had already migrated with her third child in 2015. She 
shared that she witnessed her friend’s boyfriend who was a gang member beat her friend up; he 
then threatened her. Herminia explained, “I tried to defend my friend who was being beaten up 
by her boyfriend who was in a gang. He vowed to kill me and would stalk me. I had to move 
around to stay away from him. He found out where I lived and I had to leave to save my life” 
(December, 2019)  
Like Herminia, “Ruth” migrated to the US from El Salvador, in 2016, due to the threat of 
persecution by gangs. They were trying to extort money from her husband. They had to flee 
because of the vast control that the gang had over her whole community. Ruth said, “We owned 
a small store, but the local gang members would come and try to extort us for money. We had to 
leave because it became worse and worse, and they threatened to kill my husband” (December, 
2019).  
Gang violence had permeated every corner of some communities in El Salvador. Gangs 
had significant local control of communities and terrorized neighborhoods through extortion, 
violence, and threats of violence. Herminia also shared that she could not visit family members 
in another neighborhood because rival gang members of her neighborhood controlled that 
community and would not allow people from rival gang communities to visit. Gangs were 
starting to recruit young children, while they threatened teenagers into joining. People lived in 
fear of leaving their homes.  
Gang persecution was not only a reality in El Salvador. Honduran mothers like 
“Carmela” also fled due to gang violence. Carmela left with her youngest son in 2018 after 
witnessing her nephew, who was transgender, being beaten up and killed by gang members who 
threatened her as well. She left eight children back hhome to care for themselves with little 
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support from family members. Her oldest daughter had migrated with her own children years 
earlier. Carmela shared, “I fled Honduras suddenly because I witnessed my nephew killed by 
gang members (Mara 18) who vowed to kill my son and me as well” (October, 2019). Carmela 
was terrified for her life after witnessing firsthand the brutality inflicted on her nephew by gang 
members. She felt she would be next since she had witnessed his murder and decided to leave 
Honduras to seek asylum in the US.  
Bringing Children Along on the Journey to the US 
Mothers in this period began to migrate with their own children; however, due to the 
difficulty of bringing multiple children, they had no other choice but to leave some children 
behind. Their periods of separation from their children were not as long as mothers from earlier 
periods. In fact, separations were much shorter because children started to flee their home 
countries shortly after their mothers to join them in the US as unaccompanied minors.  The 
children of Herminia, Ruth, Carmela and Isa migrated as unaccompanied minors.   
Participants who came in the fourth period during the 2010s noted longer journeys. Three 
out of the four participants who migrated during this period traveled with children. They also 
cited the difficulties in traveling through Mexico and being detained by Mexican immigration 
agents as well as US Border Control once they arrived in the US Once apprehended by Border 
Patrol, both in Mexico and in the US, their deportation shortly followed.  
Carmela attempted to come to the US two different times. She made her first trip alone to 
the US in 2017 and was detained and later deported back to Honduras. She tried again, and the 
second time, she brought her youngest son, aged 8 who had witnessed Carmela’s nephew’s 
murder. When they reached the US border, they turned themselves in to Border Patrol and 
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requested asylum. They were apprehended and detained together, and later released 
conditionally.  
Herminia traveled with her two youngest children, aged 2 and 4, two years after her 
husband migrated with her oldest son, aged 5 at the time of his migration. They were detained in 
Mexico and spent two months in a migrant detention center in the border city of Tapachula, 
Mexico. They gave her and her children asylum, and she spent six months in a women’s shelter 
with her two young children before she came to the US with them. She was also detained with 
her children at the US border and was later released conditionally. 
Mothers chose to bring their children along with them on the journey to protect their 
youngest and most vulnerable children. Since mothers had to finance their own trips, they were 
unable to bring all of them with them and decided to bring the youngest with them while  
Dangerous Journeys: Transnational Motherhood, Sacrifice, and Trauma  
The journeys to come to the US across all four periods were a sobering and traumatic one 
for the participants who recall the danger, violence, and fear of the trip. The conditions of the 
journey in different periods reflect the various governmental responses to Central American 
migrants, both in Mexico and in the US.  Participants traveled despite hardships and uncertainty 
in the 1980s. During the 1990s and especially after 2001, the US government invested millions 
in border militarization and surveillance to further scrutinize migrants’ trips. Consequently, their 
journeys became increasingly difficult and dangerous. This in turn empowered drug cartels and 
organized criminal groups who profited from human smuggling networks and desperate Central 
American migrants fleeing violence and hoping to come to the US no matter the personal or 
economic cost.  
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The participants in the study all traveled as undocumented immigrants through multiple 
countries on their journey to the US. These migrant mothers would finance their trip with a loan, 
borrowing money from relatives, or using their personal savings. They would pay coyotes in 
their local community to serve as guides through Mexico until they reached the Mexico-United 
States border at different points of entry. Mothers in all four time periods traveled alone, 
accompanied in small or large groups through Mexico with a coyote and through the desert 
and/or across the Rio Grande. This required even more money to finance or pay back their loans, 
even before remittances could be sent home. Their journeys took anywhere from a few weeks in 
the case of mothers like Andrea in Period 1 to months for mothers like Herminia in period 4.  
The participants in the study, like many women migrants who traveled through various 
countries to come to the US, were subjected to a harsh and dreadful conditions during the 
voyages. Moreover, first attempts were not always successful as in the case of Carmela who 
required two trips before reaching the US. The mothers I interviewed for this study were fully 
aware of these dangers, and as a result, hesitated to bring their children also even if it meant 
reunification. The risk of losing their lives, being physically or sexually assaulted, facing hunger 
and experiencing heat strokes or almost drowning were a reality that mothers experienced 
themselves. The notion of their children facing the same journey or worse haunted these mothers. 
As a result, their strategies and pathways for reunification had to calculate the imminent risks 
and consider who they were traveling with, ways to cross the border, potential deportation, and 
risk reduction. 
Sacrifice for Your Children: Becoming a Transnational Mother 
Central American mothers have been migrating to the US, generally, and Long Island, 
specifically, to support their children since the 1970s. In this study, I have identified four distinct 
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periods of migration. Despite the varied reasons for migrations and specifics of the journeys, 
their migration led such mothers to form transnational families, which necessitated mothering 
from afar during separation and after reunification. Initial migrations occurred within a context 
of armed conflict, civil war, vast economic distress, and social violence. The survival of families 
depended on strategies of migration and separation in order for members to live and salir 
adelante, get ahead. Although fathers have historically played important roles as providers who 
migrate to support their families from abroad, mothers during the four periods under discussion 
have become the sacrificial members of the family. That is, Central American mothers are 
expected to sacarlos adelante, get their kids ahead, by any means necessary. 
While the experiences of the women I interviewed were unique to their own 
circumstances, the broader experiences of migrant mothers from other parts of Latin America, 
the Caribbean, and other places are instructive. As in the cases of my interview subjects, 
transnational family arrangements reflect, reproduce, and exacerbate traditional gender 
expectations where motherhood is constructed around caregiving responsibilities and fatherhood 
around economic provision (Dreby 2010; Parrenas 2001; 2005). Sacrificing oneself to improve 
one’s children’s life, no matter the personal consequences relies on such notions. Like many 
studies on transnational Latina mothers, I found that Central American mothers’ decisions to 
migrate to support their children does not mean they are abandoning their children. On the 
contrary, the act itself fulfils the fundamental ideal of motherhood. Ultimately, all else pales next 
to the drive to help their children get ahead, even if doing so requires physical distance.  
Interpersonal Violence Stemming from Structural Violence 
The four periods when mothers migrated detailed multiple examples of interpersonal 
violence, from state violence to economic violence to community violence to domestic violence 
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and gang violence. These multiple forms of violence were a natural outcome of the context of 
endemic structural violence in the Northern Triangle countries in the various periods when study 
participants migrated. This was manifested in the deep poverty, war, corruption, and state terror, 
but also in violence in the family. Montesanti & Thurstan (2015) found that, 
Structural violence is marked by deeply unequal access to the determinants of 
health (e.g., housing, good quality health care, and unemployment), which then 
create conditions where interpersonal violence can happen and which shape 
gendered forms of violence for women in vulnerable social positions. (p.2) 
Participants in this study were vulnerable not only to war, poverty, and other structural and other 
forms of institutional violence, but also had to contend with interpersonal and familial violence 
at the hands of their family and community members. Taken together, such violence propelled 
migrations across the time periods under consideration even as the specifics of the women’s 
individual situations and the socio-political contexts in which they acted changed throughout the 
years. Moreover, such varied, wide-ranging, and long-lasting experiences of violence combined 
to create traumas that affected the mothers, their children, and their families during migration, 
separation, and after reunification. 
Summary 
This chapter provided a review of the findings from the interviews I conducted with 25 
migrant mothers from Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador. I broke the results down into four 
periods based upon the common reasons for migration, which roughly corresponded with the 
period of civil wars in El Salvador and Guatemala (1976-1991), the post-wars and economic 
austerity period (1993-2000), increasing community and domestic violence and enforcing 
poverty (2001-2010), and greater gang violence (2010-2018). First, this chapter examined the 
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broad experiences of transnational motherhood. Next, I detailed the four time periods and the 
varied reasons for migrating in each as well the different experiences of migration and possible 
reunification. Finally, I concluded by putting the specific experiences of my study participants 
into a wider perspective one that emphasized the sacrifice and trauma associated with becoming 
a transnational mother in addition to the larger context of structural violence that created the 
conditions for the multiple forms of violence they faced. Throughout, I have strived to allow the 
women to speak for themselves, giving space to hear their experiences, without seeking to 
impose understanding on their voices.  
The next chapter details the experiences of the participants’ lives as transnational mothers 
and undocumented immigrants living on Long Island, with little family support, as service 




CHAPTER VII: LIFE ON LONG ISLAND AND CUMULATIVE DISADVANTAGE OF 
UNDOCUMENTED STATUS 
The previous chapter described the conditions and the factors that contributed to the 
participant’s decisions to migrate. It further explicated their reasons for leaving their children 
behind. It explored the personal, social, political, and economic conditions of four different time 
periods from 1976-2018 in the Northern Triangle during which these mothers came to the US 
and detailed the difficult journeys to reach the border.   
This chapter offers a brief overview of the experience of separation and life on Long 
Island, where all the mothers lived at the time of the study. The context of reception and their 
settlement experiences once in the US were similar for the participants even across the different 
time periods. This stands in contrast to their reasons for migration and their journeys, which 
corresponded strongly with the different time periods despite the fundamental role played by 
structural violence. These time periods were important to identify and contrast as points of 
departure and during their time of arrival as well. Earlier arrivers had less support but more 
chance to gain legal status; later arrivers had more support but less chance to gain legal status. 
The findings I describe in this chapter also demonstrate that the only later arrivals who had the 
opportunity to legalize were victims of domestic violence. These women sought support and 
ultimately gained legal status from their access to U-Visas. Importantly, such status ultimately 
provided pathways to legal reunification with their children.  
For many women, abuse was also a big part of their lived experiences once they reached 
the US; undocumented status only exacerbated this problem. Such abuse existed in their daily 
living arrangements, family relationships, jobs, and with new romantic partners. Study 
participants’ experiences of isolation, struggle, violence, and sacrifice demanded that mothers 
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develop new strategies for survival, which ultimately laid the groundwork to bring their children 
to join them here in the US years later. 
Similar to Abrego’s (2014) study on transnational Salvadoran mothers in California, I 
focus on the role of gender and legal status on their living conditions as contributing social 
factors that exasperated the trauma that they lived by being away from their children. Legal 
status for women in my study facilitated improved employment opportunities, mate selection, 
and opened up different pathways to reunification with their children.  
This chapter is organized into three sections. First, I examine the different experiences of 
early arrivals (1976-2001) compared to later arrivals (2001-2018) in regard to their varied access 
to support, residence, work, support, and legalization. Next, I examine how legal status 
influenced the types of work available to the participants. Finally, I look at how new partners and 
US born children served as varied and changing sources of support or abuse. These new family 
arrangements sometimes led to love or abandonment. Some even created additional need to send 
children back to their home country because mothers were unable to care for them in the US 
Mothers without legal status were much more vulnerable in these new relationships and 
experienced an even greater amount of cumulative disadvantage as a result.  
Cumulative Disadvantage 
Leisy Abrego (2014) describes the difficult and compounding obstacles that 
undocumented Salvadoran immigrants face when they arrive in the US after traumatizing 
journeys filled with violence and near-death experience in her book, Sacrificing Families. She 
also looks at how “illegality” creates a cumulative series of disadvantages that undocumented 
migrants face upon arrival and settlement in the US that exasperate their living and work 
conditions. Study participants in my study also experienced “cumulative disadvantage” in their 
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daily lives and once they were able to gain legal status these conditions improved. For women in 
the study who were unable to gain legal status, their experiences were also marked by violence 
and abuse by family members, employers, and new partners, figures who they had come to rely 
on and trust.  
How Immigration Status Shapes Migrants’ Lives 
All the participants in the study were undocumented when they came to Long Island. 
Their legal status shaped every aspect of their lives regarding living arrangements, employment 
opportunities, and personal relationship issues tied to romantic partners and care for US born 
children. Undocumented status forced participants to live in the shadows and rely on family 
members for survival. It also limited their job prospects to service sector and low wage work. 
The possibility of legalization was different for study participants but extremely limited, 
available only by sponsorship from a legal spouse or employer, temporary immigration status, 
and as victims of intimate partner violence. Legal statuses include: Lawful Permanent Residents 




Participants’ Legal Status by Time Period 
Time period # of women Legal status 
 
1976-1993 6 5= LPR/ USC-  
1= TPS 
1994-2001 4 3=LPR/USC 
1-TPS 
2001-2010 11 5-Undocumented 
5- LPR- U-Visa 
1-LPR- 
2010-2018 4 4- Undocumented 
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Participants who arrived in the US during the first period, which is delineated by the Civil 
Wars in El Salvador and Guatemala(1976-1991), did not have a larger social system of support 
in the community through non-profit organizations and other forms of institutional support that 
exists today. Family members were their only source of support. Despite such a relative 
disadvantage, these six participants were able to benefit from the 1986 Immigration Relief and 
Control Act (IRCA) that led to residency and provided a pathway to citizenship status and 
residency. After 1991, those who had not been approved under previous amnesty initiatives were 
eligible for Temporary Protected Status (TPS). While this change did not pave the way for 
legalization, it did protect against deportation, improved job opportunities, and provided greater 
independence from unsupportive husbands and conflict-filled marriages. It also was key for the 
possibilities for reunification with their children. Legal or semi-legal status (TPS) protected them 
from deportation and gave them greater ability to seek different types of employment, but it also 
implied a long period of separation of years, that cut across their children’s life course. 
Women who migrated in the later periods (2001- 2010-2018) had larger support systems 
in Long Island communities like Hempstead, Mineola, Brentwood, and Central Islip where they 
came to reside. However, they had few to no opportunities to fix their legal status. In some cases, 
TPS and other relief efforts allowed mothers to obtain residency. Mothers that came in the late 
1990s, after Hurricane Mitch, were able to apply for TPS. If they married partners who did have 
access to legal permanent residency (LPR), they would also obtain residency and in some cases 
new partners sponsored them and their children back home.  
Reinaluz, who arrived on Long Island in 1994, received legal status after marrying her 
husband who had received legal status through Nicaraguan Adjustment and Central American 
Relief Act (NACARA). Fernanda, who came after Hurricane Mitch in 1998, was able to receive 
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Temporary Protected Status (TPS). This allowed her to secure a union job with a cleaning 
service in Walt Whitman Mall in Long Island. She also remarried a Salvadoran immigrant who 
had legal status. Many of the participants sought legal counseling from the Central American 
Refugee Center (CARECEN), which provided legal assistance for their applications for asylum, 
temporary protected status, and when looking for ways to bring their children to the US. 
Women who applied for temporary protected status, asylum, or special visas like the U-
visa acquired temporary work permits. Their job prospects were still limited and few, but they 
had additional options besides domestic work or co-ethnic owned restaurants that paid off the 
books. Despite such seeming advantages, such opportunities usually were sites of extreme abuse 
and wage violations.   
Living at Work or Living with Family   
Living arrangements for immigrant women followed traditional gender norms. Male 
migrants had more flexibility about where they chose to live and the conditions of the space. 
Many rented a room or shared a space with other workers. Conversely, women migrants usually 
lived with family members and rarely ever shared living spaces or rooms with males (Mahler, 
1999). If they did, they were presumed to be in an intimate relationship with them. Other women 
chose to work as live-in house cleaners, which saved them money until they married, as a way to 
save the money that otherwise they would have use to pay rent. Isa, who arrived in the US in 
2014 from El Salvador, described such a situation, saying, 
I worked as a live-in nanny caring for a young girl.  I had Saturdays off, and I 
would go to my sister’s place. Sunday afternoon I would return with the family. I 
would save every penny to pay my debt and save for my daughter’s trip to the US 
as well. (December 2019)  
139 
Reinaluz, a migrant from Honduras who arrived in 1994, explained her situation and why she 
tolerated it: 
I had to work. I went to work as a live-in housekeeper. I spent every day in a 
house; I worked there for twenty-four years, since I came from Honduras. I only 
had Sundays and sometimes Saturdays off. I would save the money and send it to 
my parents and children in Honduras.  (November 2019)  
Working as a live-in nanny or housekeeper allowed participants to have a place to stay 
and save all of their earnings, even if they were not paid very much. These mothers worked very 
little pay, but since their room and board were covered, they could and did use their earnings to 
send as remittances back home. Mothers like Isa and Reinaluz sacrificed their freedom as a 
strategy to support their children back home.   
Conflicts with Family Members 
For women who worked outside of their homes and lived with family members, 
sometimes tensions arose, and conflicts ensued. Isa, a mother from El Salvador, described how 
familial conflict created unstable living arrangements. She said:   
I came on July 16th, 2004. I came to my cousin’s home, but she wasn’t very nice. 
I was only there for a month, then I lived in Queens, and then I came back to 
Hempstead. I had some problems with the woman where I lived, and I got a loan 
to pay her. But to pay them back, I had to work and give all of my weekly salary, 
and one day I had to sleep in the bus terminal with my daughter. All I had was a 
bag of the girl's clothes and some of my own. And I said to myself, oh my God, 
what am I doing here? (January 2020)  
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As Isa’s experiences illustrate, coming to the US to live with family members did not always 
provide a safe environment for participants. In addition to general tension and conflicts, 
participants also faced physical and sexual harassment from family and close relatives. Nancy, a 
mother who arrived from Guatemala in 1997, described how family relationships could 
complicate living situations, saying: 
I was living with my two uncles and one of their wives. One of my uncles would 
drink with his friends and then would bother me at night when he was drunk. He 
even locked me in a room with him. I screamed, and my other uncle came quickly 
to help me and to kick him out. After they confronted him, I didn’t feel 
comfortable staying there anymore and had to find somewhere new to live. 
(February 2020)  
Nancy experienced sexual assault and harassment from the extended family that she had hoped 
to rely on for support as a newly arrived immigrant. Instead, her uncle assaulted her and attacked 
her when he drank too much. She had very few places to turn as a result, and this even caused 
problems with her parents back home who were shocked to hear that she no longer wanted to 
live with family on Long Island.  
Many mothers who came alone or with children had a hard time figuring out where to 
stay. Some encountered family members who were willing to help, but due to their limited 
spaces were unable to support them for long periods. Others like Nancy were harassed and 
victimized by their own family and found it unbearable to stay. Extended family members in the 
US were only able to provide limited amounts of support for living arrangements when 
participants first arrived.  This was a common hardship for many of the study participants.  
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Undocumented Status and Limited Employment Opportunities  
Undocumented workers were limited to domestic work and restaurant employment. Once 
participants settled on Long Island, they immediately went looking for work. Since all study 
participants were undocumented when they arrived, they had limited job prospects due to their 
lack of legal status and lack of English fluency. Family members were usually instrumental in 
finding them employment; however, it was still quite challenging due to their limited English 
and knowledge of the new environment. Finding work was also difficult due to their lack of 
immigration status, insecure housing, employment, lack of community resources, and support 
from family, friends, and social networks.  
 As mentioned earlier, many women worked as domestic workers cleaning homes for 
wealthy families, but they also worked in their own communities in delis, laundromats, and 
restaurants as servers or cooks as shown in Table 7. They were paid off the books. These jobs 
were very demanding with long hours and exploitative working conditions. Many women were 
not paid minimum wage and had very little job security or safety. Women reported having to 
endure terrible working conditions such as long hours, low pay, exploitation and sexual 
harassment.  
Out of the 25 participants, 10 were domestic workers and four worked in restaurants or 
delis. Neither employment situation provided a great deal of job security or safe working 






Participant Employment and Legal Status 
Legal Status Type of work # of women 
Undocumented Domestic work, deli and restaurant 
work 
14 
TPS/Asylum/LPR Factory or professional cleaning 
services 
Home health aides 





Limpiando casas: Cleaning Houses 
Most participants in the study worked in service sector jobs, primarily as domestic 
workers, either as live-in nannies or housekeepers. Domestic work has often been associated 
with transnational family life; its characteristics, demanding work schedules, informality, cash 
payments, wide availability, etc., afford mothers the ability to work even without documentation 
or being fluent in English. The demand for live-in nannies, housekeepers, and cleaners on Long 
Island made domestic work widely available during all four periods. These jobs paid off the 
books and allowed upper middle class and affluent families to have childcare and their homes 
cleaned at a low cost.  
Julia, who migrated from El Salvador during the first period (1976-1991), shared the 
downside of domestic work, saying:  
So it has been easier for me to work as a live in nanny and clean houses. I never 
worked in factories or jobs that would allow me to retire by a certain age. I am 
seventy-two years old now, and I think about all the time I spent cleaning houses. 
I didn’t realize that even though the money is okay you have nothing to show for 
it later. You also don’t have much of a say when they underpay you. This 
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happened to me. They did help me with my residency, but now I do not have any 
insurance or money for retirement. (October 2019)  
As Julia explained while such jobs were readily available and might even provide some benefits 
in terms of immigration, they did not provide long-term stability, such as retirement, benefits, or 
job security.  
Trabajo en restaurante Restaurant Work 
Other women worked in the informal labor market primarily in co-ethnic restaurants or 
Latino delis as cooks or help staff. “Francesca”, a woman who arrived in 2006 from Honduras, 
explained the exhausting situation in such scenarios. She worked in a deli from 4:00 am to 11:00 
am and then would go to her second job in a restaurant. She worked in the restaurant from 12:00 
pm to 12:00 am. Francesca said, “I worked for six years and would get home at midnight for $90 
a day until I decided to remarry again. I did not stop working because I was afraid I would not be 
able to pay the rent” (November 2019). While these long hours were exhausting and grueling, 
Francesca felt her insecurity so keenly that she felt like she had no choice but to continue.  
“Eliza”, who arrived in the US in 2006 from Guatemala, also worked in a Central 
American restaurant in Hempstead as a server. Restaurant patrons and other staff members 
harassed her. The restaurant owner, who verbally abused her repeatedly, treated her very poorly. 
The women who worked in the restaurant industry as servers, cooks, or staff were treated very 
poorly; they were victims of sexual harassment, verbal abuse, and wage theft by their employers 
and customers alike. Such women were incredibly vulnerable because of their limited legal status 
and dependence on the income earned for themselves and their children back home.  
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Legal Status Allowed for Work Other Than Domestic or Restaurant Work 
Those who were able to gain legal status because of federal immigration policies like the 
1986 Immigration Relief and Control Act (IRCA), Temporary Protected Status (TPS), or 
Nicaragua Adjustment and Central American Relief Act (NACARA) were protected from 
deportation and had work authorization. This enabled them to work in other types of jobs besides 
domestic labor and restaurant work. These jobs included working for cleaning companies and in 
factory work. While these jobs were low-wage jobs, they did provide some benefits.  
Teodora, who migrated during the first period from El Salvador, worked first as a live-in 
nanny but explained that it paid very little. She gained legal status in 1991 and was able to obtain 
better paying work in a window factory. She saved money after living and working in Texas for 
two years and then moved to N.Y. She later worked in a medical supply factory in Hempstead 
where she lived. As a result of her legal status, Teodora was able to obtain steady work in the 
factory and to save to live in her own apartment with a roommate as opposed to relying on 
family members to take her in. Ultimately, such stability also allowed her to petition for her 
children in El Salvador. Legal status benefitted her life in numerous ways compared to other 
mothers whose undocumented status meant living and working in the shadows. Factory work 
provided more schedule stability. For Teodora, this was a step up from restaurant and domestic 
work. Factory work included manufacturing plants and packing in warehouses. These jobs 
provided a steady schedule and steady work that was monotonous but reliable. Moreover, such 
work allowed women the opportunity to work with others as opposed to the isolating nature of 
domestic work.  
All these jobs (domestic work, restaurant work, and factory work) were low-income jobs. 
Some had difficulty adjusting to the new way of life and new language. Many faced added stress 
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when their jobs paid very little. Mothers emphasized their will to sacrifice their own health and 
luxuries and communicated a willingness to enter into in difficult intimate relationships in order 
to support their children back home. All the women in the study referenced extreme hardship in 
their everyday forms of survival and sacrificed additional forms of comfort in order to send 
remittances home to their children. As the previous chapter demonstrated, transnational 
motherhood required and elevated the personal sacrifice of mothers in order to do better by their 
children.  
New Relationships: Opportunities for Love and Support or Abuse and Abandonment 
New Partners 
Even though family members offered various forms of support in obtaining a place to live 
or finding work, the low pay and vulnerable living situations created an added stressor on all 
study participants. All of the women I interviewed cited the need to send remittances home at 
any cost and a willingness to sacrifice their own well-being in order to provide for their families. 
In a few cases, participants became involved in romantic relationships. Some of these 
relationships were abusive and violent while others were committed loving relationships. 
Entering new romantic relationships could be a strategy to help with their children’s support 
needs.  
Francesca remarried when her son was six years old, and her daughter was 16.  
Describing the positive side of new relationships, she said,  
I was working three jobs and stopped working in the worst one of the three. I 
could choose what job to hold onto, and we looked for a bigger place. I have 
always lived here in Mineola. I met my husband, and he helped me pay the rent. 
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This changed my life. My children finally ate home cooked meals since I was 
home more often. (November 2019) 
For Francesca, cohabiting with a new partner afforded her and her children many benefits. She 
could quit the worst of her jobs; she spent more time with her children; she and her husband 
shared the load. Moreover, new partnerships afforded women new partners with legal status who 
also gave them legal status and helped facilitate legal reunification with their children as well.  
In other cases, however, participants suffered in new relationships filled not with love or 
companionship but domestic abuse and violence. The relationship became even more 
complicated when women became pregnant from these relationships and had the added difficulty 
of caring for their young infants while continuing to work to provide for their children back in 
their native country. These relationships became even more dangerous when their partners would 
become exceedingly violent by forcing sexual relations, slapping, punching them, taking their 
paycheck and keeping them prisoners in their homes. They endured the violence alone. 
Reporting their experiences of domestic violence, physical and sexual abuse was unthinkable. 
The hate against immigrants in the larger community by neighbors, public officials, police, and 
other Latinos offered no sign of hope or support. They had few places to turn besides a handful 
of friends, family members, and church figures. One group that was actively working to support 
Latina immigrants was SEPA Mujer, founded in 1993 to support women victims of domestic 
violence (Earle, 2015).  
Mariana started to cohabit and live with her boyfriend who she met soon after arriving 
from Guatemala in 2005. She became pregnant shortly after, and he became more abusive over 
time. She said, 
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Once we were out and he was carrying a cup of soup, threw it on the floor and hit 
me, he threw me down and punched me in the face. Another time we were 
walking down the street and he was drunk, and he was yelling at me in the street 
and he grabbed me by the throat as if wanting to kill me (laughs), and that's when 
I called the police that were on the street. They helped me, and they arrested him, 
and they took me to the hospital because I was pregnant. (January 2020) 
Mariana lived an incredibly abusive and violent relationship with her partner who belittled her 
and physically abused her even when she was pregnant. Mariana felt she had nowhere to turn 
since they shared a room together, and her family was far away. She depended on him to pay for 
some bills, and even though she worked, she felt she would be unable to survive without his 
support. She says that the last time he physically assaulted her in public, she had had enough and 
turned to the police for help. She recognized that she did not have to continue in this abusive 
relationship even though she was undocumented and had no extended family for support.  
“Delia”, who arrived in the US in 2006, also experienced domestic violence from her 
partner. He became increasingly more violent over time. They met at the factory where she 
worked, and he controlled every aspect of her life. He read her text messages and forbid her from 
speaking to her children back home; he locked her in his home and watched her every move at 
work. He also sexually and physically abused her, essentially keeping her prisoner in his home 
until she was able to run away and call the police on him.  
Many immigrant mothers from Central America, especially those without legal status, 
were uniquely vulnerable. Many felt that reporting domestic violence and sexual abuse would 
lead to deportation. Five participants who came in the third period (2001-20010) reached out to 
SEPA Mujer, for legal counseling. These include Martha, Mariana, Ela, Vanessa and Delia. 
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Through SEPA Mujer they were also able to apply for the U visa, a nonimmigrant visa for 
victims of crimes who have suffered substantial mental or physical abuse while in the US and 
who were able to assist law enforcement in the investigation or prosecution of the criminal 
activity. SEPA Mujer also supported women under the Violence Against Women Act to receive 
immigration benefits as victims of abusive US citizens or Lawful Permanent Residents (USCIS, 
2020).   
US-Born Children  
Seventeen of the 25 participants had children born in the US in addition to the children 
from their home countries. Children were a source of joy, but also made their lives difficult 
because of their work schedules; in some cases, participants were single mothers. Mothers 
continued to work and relied on family members to care for their children often not seeing them 
at all.  
“Ines” shared that she would leave her daughter with her sister while employed as a live-
in nanny and would see her only the weekends. She said it was very difficult for her because she 
could not be with her during the week and had to rely on someone else to care for her while she 
cared for another child. However, as previously explained, the work as a live-in nanny allowed 
Ines to save on rent and therefore helped to provide for her children.  
Francesca said that she worked three jobs, and that she would leave her children early in 
the morning and dress them in their sleep so they could eat breakfast on their own. She relied on 
neighbors to check in on them to make sure they got on the bus and picked them up after school. 
Raising children while working at least one full time job as a domestic worker, nanny, factory or 
restaurant worker meant sacrificing time and energy that could otherwise be spent on their 
children. Mothers were incredibly strained and stretched and had to rely on other family 
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members for support. The instability of their employment options meant the participants in this 
study had few other choices and sacrificed, as necessary.  
Sending US-Born Children Back Home  
Caring for US-born children was so difficult for mothers without family members to 
provide childcare for them that they had to send their children back home to be cared for by their 
family members in their home countries who were also caring for their older children. Four 
women in the study sent their children back to their home countries to be cared for by their 
families due to the difficult nature of having to work and provide for them.  
Andrea, who migrated with her husband in the first period, in 1976, says she had her son 
a year after arriving in the US She had such a difficult time because she worked long hours in a 
factory so she could not care for him and decided to send him back to Guatemala for her mother 
to care for him. “Tania”, who arrived in the US in 2005, had a similar experience when she was 
fired from her live-in nanny job after her employer discovered her pregnancy. The baby’s father 
also left her and she had no one to help her. She was unaware of all the services that were 
available to support US-born children like healthcare and welfare. After her son’s birth in 2006, 
she had no choice but to send him to Honduras at eight months old to join his siblings already 
living with their grandmother. Isa also had a child in the US and decided to send her back to El 
Salvador in 2004 at age 2 because she was unable to care for her and work. She explained “I had 
no one to help me and I was having problems with my daughter’s father. I had no one here. I told 
my mom who was in El Salvador and she said, ‘fine send her while you get yourself together’ 
(January, 2019). When family support in the US did not exist, as in Tania, Andrea, and Isa’s 
case, mothers sent their children back home to be cared for along with their other children. 
Participants explained it as a difficult decision, but one that allowed them to continue to work 
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and provide for them. All of these women cite difficult conditions and being alone with very 
little family and institutional support to support their children as reasons. They all considered 
sending their children back to their home countries to be a temporary solution to get the support 
they needed back home while they worked.  US citizenship status of their children was an 
additional guarantee that they could return whenever they wanted them to. Nonetheless, lack of 
legal status for the women themselves limited their opportunities for institutional support and 
subsidies for care, leaving little choice. 
Summary 
Subject participants arrived in the US generally, and specifically, to Long Island in 
different time periods. While all participants, regardless of time of migration, experienced 
hardship, limited opportunities, and abuse, those who arrived earlier were ultimately able to 
obtain legal status (LPR, USC or even TPS) through amnesty laws, via marriage, or employer 
sponsorship more easily. Women who arrived later had fewer opportunities to gain legal status, 
and ironically, were only eligible because of being victimized in domestic relationships. Legal 
status was a crucial advantage that shaped every aspect of their lives. Lack of legal status, or 
illegality, created a form of “compounded disadvantage” (Abrego, 2014) that made them 
uniquely vulnerable at home, work, and in their intimate relationships. Their undocumented 
status limited the types of employment available. Domestic work and restaurant work was 
abundant and readily accessible to mothers without documentation, but this also led to 
exploitation and abuse. 
Legal status, mostly obtained by mothers who migrated in Period 1 (1976-1993), afforded 
women the opportunity to work in other types of low-wage service employment but with better 
pay and better working conditions than domestic work and restaurant work. While many mothers 
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embarked on new relationships that served as a sources of love and companionship, they also 
were meaningful in helping participants enjoy an additional source of support, especially when 
family members did not supply it. However, undocumented mothers were incredibly vulnerable 
in such newfound relationships, and when victimized, had few sources of support. This 
cumulative disadvantage further victimized them.  
The next chapter examines the multiple pathways and conditions for reunification. It will 
look at the ways mothers gained immigration status and how this facilitated legal reunification 
with their children. Findings in the chapter also point to period of migration as facilitating legal 
status for women but how legal status did not always dictate legal reunification, especially for 
women with Temporary Protected Status (TPS). The decision to reunify was made mostly by 
mothers but also by children and caretakers, which affirms the existing literature on transnational 
families’ experiences and reunification processes (Dreby, 20006).  
  
152 
CHAPTER VIII: CAMINOS A LA REUNIFICACIÓN:  
PATHWAYS TO REUNIFICATION 
In the preceding chapter, I discussed Central American immigrant mothers’ experiences 
of settlement and work opportunities, as well as new romantic and maternal relationships in the 
US all while being transnational mothers caring for their children from a distance. These 
experiences were marked by increased hardships as immigrants without legal status, a situation 
referred to as “compounded disadvantage” by Leisy Abrego (2014). The women in my study 
who experienced such cumulative disadvantage had limited job options, primarily in the 
domestic and restaurant sectors, that were typically low-paying and often opened the women to 
exploitation by bosses or co-workers. Access to jobs with better working conditions and other 
opportunities for social mobility were limited for undocumented women. Not only did their 
complicated legal status limit the opportunities the participants had to improve their overall 
wellbeing in the US, but their immigration status also affected the possibilities for legal 
reunification with their children later.  
In contrast, mothers with legal status fared much better than those without 
documentation. They had improved job opportunities beyond domestic work, including 
employment in factories. While factory jobs still paid meager wages, women experienced better 
working conditions overall. Mothers with legal status were primarily from the first and second 
migration periods (1976-2000). As the previous chapter showed, the only avenue available to 
mothers to obtain legal status during the third period (2001-2010) was through victimization by 
their partners. Women who escaped that violence connected with community organizations that 
helped them apply for their U-Visas, available for victims of domestic violence.  
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This chapter examines the pathways for reunification available to and taken by 
transnational mothers from Central America with and without legal status. It is presented in three 
parts. The first section, Pathways and Types of Reunification, presents the four types of 
reunification: 1) legal pathways 2) sending for children without legal documentation 3) children 
coming on their own and 4) scattered reunification where mothers with multiple children come at 
different times. Just as the mothers in my study had multiple and various reasons for migrating in 
the first place, they also had similarly complex reasons for seeking reunification with their 
children and, importantly, the pathways available for reunification, individual and circumstance-
dependent, greatly impacted their experiences of reunification.  
After laying out the various reasons and conditions for reunification, the second section, 
Periods of Migration and Periods of Reunification, examines the pre-millennial (before 2001) 
and post-millennial (post 2001) periods where legal reunification resulted from marriage, 
employment sponsorship, or adult children sponsorship. My findings demonstrate that legal 
status did not mean a quick and easy reunification process; instead, it meant a long period of 
separation. Furthermore, not all forms of legal status, TPS in particular, facilitated legal 
reunification. Conversely, for undocumented mothers, undocumented status did not necessarily 
result in longer periods of separation. Instead, their years of separation varied according to 
individual circumstances. Mothers who migrated during the fourth period (2010-2018) waited 
the shortest period, between two and four years.  
The third and final section, Mothers, Children, and Caregivers Roles in the Reunification 
Process, outlines the necessary conditions for reunification. This section discusses the reasons 
mothers sent for their children, the conditions that allowed the children to migrate to the US, and 
the circumstances that led children to migrate on their own. In most cases, mothers played a key 
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role in making reunification happen and decided why, when, and how reunification occurred. 
Mothers made the difficult choice to send for their children depending on context-dependent 
circumstances of their children, their caretakers, and in their own lives. Mothers who I 
interviewed shared that the decision for reunification was not always their own to make. 
Children, adolescent youth, and teenagers mostly, also initiated the reunification process. 
Caretakers also played a vital role in the reunification experience.  
Pathways and Types of Reunification 
The participants in the study made choices to reunify with their children depending on 
their own legal, economic, and familial situations. Moreover, the circumstances their children 
were facing also affected mothers’ decisions to reunify.  
For mothers who had the possibility for legal reunification, they waited years to legally 
reunite with their children as part of their application. Conversely, undocumented mothers “sent 
for” their undocumented children when there was an opportunity to bring them, when aging 
caretakers could no longer care for them, when they had sufficient funds, and when their children 
were being threatened by violence. Reunification was mostly initiated by mothers but in some 
cases, children also migrated on their own without previously informing their mothers in the US 
This usually occurred when children were older teens and when traveling with their siblings and 
as a result of threats of violence mostly by gangs, caretaker abandonment or when children were 
older and wanted to work in the US along with their mothers. Table 8 illustrates the various 
pathways to reunification available to study participants. Seventeen out of 25 mothers initiated 
reunification. Legal status seems to have been important for mothers since almost half reunified 
under legal pathways. Child initiated was always through unauthorized means. There were four 
broad pathways: 1. Mother-initiated legal reunification, 2. Mother-initiated illegal reunification, 
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Pathways to Reunification 
 
Pathways to reunification Number of mothers 
1) Mother initiated- LEGAL  12 
2) Mother initiated- ILLEGAL 5 
3) Child initiated Illegal 
 7 




Con papeles: Legal Pathway for Reunification 
This was the safest and the ideal pathway to bring children to the US It was the most 
desired, but it required waiting years. Mothers opted for this due to the safety that it implied for 
their children in the journey from their home country to the US The memories of their own trip 
haunted mothers, and as a result, they did not want their children to endure the hardship of the 
journey, especially if they were younger. Mothers were aware of their children’s vulnerability 
and the dangers of the trip. Moreover, mothers knew that waiting to bring their children to the 
US via legal pathways opened many more community and social services that would speed up 
integration and make their new lives better.  
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Seven out of the 10 mothers during the first and second period reunited with their 
children legally after obtaining their own residency status and immediately petitioned their 
children or their spouses petitioned their children. This was Teodora’s experience, who said,  
I wanted them to come legally and not have to suffer and go through what I went 
through coming here. So, I waited years and paid a lot of money. I suffered so 
much; hunger, pain, blistered feet. My journey took two months. I did not want 
them to go through the same thing. (January 2020)  
Teodora came to the US in 1984, and after working in a factory for some time, her employer 
offered to sponsor her residency. She was able to become a legal resident in 1987. As soon as she 
became a legal resident, she looked for an attorney and began to petition for her children. This 
took six years. She paid thousands in legal fees, and finally when their papers were available, she 
quickly purchased the plane tickets for her children to come in 1993. She said she worked the 
whole time to pay for legal fees and to continue to support her children from abroad. She felt at 
ease that even though she was not with them that her mother-in-law was taking good care of 
them. They loved her very much and considered her their mother. She felt they were safe, well 
cared for, went to school, had a loving living environment and she would not risk that to “send 
for them” while undocumented, which would require them to migrate through various countries 
and risk their lives to come to the US Their paperwork became available in August, 1993, and 
they were able to come legally. Teodora reunited with her children at 10, 13 and 14, nine years 
after leaving them in El Salvador.   
Teodora’s experience and that of other mothers who waited years to bring their children 
legally reaffirmed their choice of waiting a long period for their children to migrate legally. The 
benefits of legal migration meant a more comfortable life in the US as opposed to that of an 
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undocumented immigrant. The choice to wait meant years apart, of missing their childhoods, and 
even having their role as mothers taken by their caretaker. In Teodora’s case, waiting also 
ensured their safety and childhoods a nurturing space where they did not face imminent danger. 
Moreover, once a legal pathway was established, children faced far less daunting migration 
experiences, further making the wait worth it. 
Participants who opted to wait and bring their children through legal pathways were 
aware of the significant benefits for children when it came to their social integration for school, 
social support, and future employment. Teodora explained, 
I always knew and was determined to bring my children. Since the moment I left 
El Salvador I planned on bringing my children but did not want to bring them by 
land through Mexico and make them suffer. I wanted to bring them legally and 
for that I needed money for that for a lawyer. It also helps them in school and later 
on looking for work. I waited nine years but finally was able to bring them. 
(January 2020) 
Legal migration for their children came about by obtaining their own legal residency 
through sponsorship from an employer or from their spouse. Because of this, they were able to 
apply for their children. This was the case for many of the participants who came before 2001. 
Legalization for those who came after 2001 was only available to women who were victims of 
domestic violence. They could then file for a U-Visa and add their children to their applications.  
This legal pathway of reunification was possible for mothers that came in the third period 
between 2001-2010, the largest group of participants, through a specific form of protected status 
for victims of domestic violence. Five out of the eleven mothers who came at this time were able 
to petition for their children under their own U-Visa application. All the women who were 
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granted U-Visas had suffered years of physical, sexual, and psychological abuse from their 
partners in the most vulnerable moment of their lives as undocumented, desperate mothers living 
on their own trying to support their children in the US and back home. Just like the mothers who 
were sponsored by employers, spouses, or obtained their legal status through petitions of asylum, 
these mothers also had to wait years to bring their children. The wait seemed eternal and many 
were not even able to wait while it was processed and sent for their children anyway due to the 
dire need and violence their children were facing back home.  
Mandar por mi hijo: Sending for Children 
The second pathway to reunification occurred when mothers “sent for” their children 
because of having no legal options for reunification. Participants, mostly all undocumented, 
shared that they would send for their children via unauthorized channels during four distinct 
moments: 
1. When the opportunity for the child to come with someone who they trust for a 
reasonable fee was coming.  
2. When their child was in a life-or-death situation or their child was in danger due 
to gang recruitment or gang threat.  
3. When aging parents were no longer able to care for the child and had been 
neglecting the child by not providing adequate living support.  
4. When the child was old enough to come alone and wanted to come 
Sending for children was expensive and risky. Mothers were aware of this. However, 
they also felt they needed to help their children when they found out that they were being 
threatened at school or in their communities. Transnational motherhood did not eliminate the 
need for mothers to protect their children. Instead, it made the necessity more difficult and 
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expensive. While legal migration was understood to be superior, particular circumstances 
changed the calculation.  Mothers paid thousands of dollars for their children to come. They paid 
one amount, and on the journey, the coyote often threatened them for more money. In some 
cases, children were kidnapped or taken hostage by organized human trafficking groups that 
would then extort mothers for more money.  
This was Delia’s experience when sending for her eldest son who migrated on his own 
from El Salvador with a friend after witnessing a murder. She felt the risk of the journey was 
necessary after his experience. However, in transit to the US, he encountered smugglers and 
kidnappers while traveling through Mexico who beat him up and later threatened to kill him 
unless his mother sent a ransom. Delia explained, 
He didn’t want to come. He was not happy when I told him he had to come after 
witnessing two people being killed on the bus he was on in San Salvador. He was 
not happy that I told him to come but he decided to come because the other boy 
was coming, he felt more confident coming with him but then they were separated 
along the way. The trip was so long for him. He saw and witnessed many things 
that he says he cannot even talk about today. And the last thing that happened was 
that when they caught him, they took him across the river, I think it was in 
Houston, I think, I don't know how, he talked to me about places, but they had 
kidnapped him. They would call me and ask me for money. I would tell them I 
had no more money and they would demand it from me or else they would kill 
him. His trip cost me almost twelve thousand dollars, yes because they kept 
asking me for more money. I had no other choice but to pay. They would curse 
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and threaten me over the phone. He would tell me over the phone, “mom, please 
just send the money do whatever you can.”  
- Son, but I don't have the money 
And he told me 
- Mommy try to get it as fast as you can or they’re going to kill me.  
I already had to go into debt because of the previous payments. I had only planned 
on paying six thousand, but things started to change along the way, everything 
changed because the coyote from El Salvador no longer answered my calls, the 
one from Guatemala said No, talk to the one who has him in Mexico. And those 
smugglers in Mexico, you can’t talk or reason with those people. They had him. 
When he got here I thanked God so much at least he was alive, he is with me now. 
I'm happy because I said, I'm not going to be alone anymore. He arrived so thin, 
emaciated, with long hair because it took him two months and he was sick, he 
came changed. The first thing he told me was to not to even think about putting 
anyone of his siblings through what he had just been through because of all he 
suffered on the journey here. (February 2020).  
She vividly recalled his experience and felt tremendous guilt for putting his life at risk by 
sending for him. However, Delia felt like she had no other choice after he witnessed the murder. 
Being a witness to such an event could also have resulted in his murder. At least migration 
presented the chance for him to escape such a fate. Delia weighed potential violence against 
certain violence and sent for her son. 
Although Delia regretted her son’s experience, she did not follow her son’s advice and 
sent for her youngest son a couple years later. He had a better trip than his older brother, but the 
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coyote turned him in to border patrol once they reached the Mexico-US border. Since he was a 
minor, she knew he would be detained and safe at the border. She paid for his trip to the border 
and once there, he was detained and sent to a detention center. Delia had applied for a U-Visa as 
a victim of domestic violence after her sons came; after that point, she petitioned for three of her 
four children. Her older son, who came first, would not be eligible due to his age, and the other 
three had been waiting for some time. She thought that since her youngest son was a minor that 
he would have a better chance coming on his own and turning himself in. Her two daughters 
would have to wait for her application to be approved. In the meantime, she encouraged her 
teenage daughters to “take care of yourselves” or to avoid pregnancy, which is what happened.  
When I asked her about what will happen when their visas are approved, she said, “They’ll have 
to come and leave their daughters as well” (February 2020). 
Fear of gangs and organized drug traffickers tormented mothers who were thousands of 
miles away from their children. Participants like Eliza from Guatemala shared that her children 
were not so much threatened by gangs as they were from drug traffickers who threatened her 
son. Others like Carmela, whose son and daughter came on their own, stated that her son had 
been threatened with violence from gangs if he refused to join them. She told me: 
The gangs were harassing and threatening my son several times and told him they 
wanted him to work for them. He kept telling them no. The gangs are everywhere 
and control the different neighborhoods. You can’t go to one neighborhood 
because it might be a different gang that’s there and they know where you’re 
coming from. (October 2019) 
Consequently, Carmela sent for her son who traveled with her daughter in May of 2019. They 
were detained at the border and requested asylum with border patrol. They were both held in a 
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detention center for a few weeks. She was alerted and was able to get them to release them and 
reunite with her on Long Island.  
Se vino solo por su cuenta: Child-Initiated Reunification  
A third way that mothers explained how their children came to the US was self-initiated, 
that is, without mothers knowing or sending for them. Child- initiated reunification occurred 
with older children who fled with no prior warning to their mothers due to threats of violence, 
gang violence, or gang recruitment. Mothers shared that they had no idea their children were 
coming, and that they received a phone call from their children along the way when they were 
already in Mexico on the way to the US or once they were apprehended by border patrol, in a 
detention center after being detained at the border, or after they turned themselves in. 
“Fernanda” says that she received a phone call that her son was detained at the border and 
in a detention center. He came on his own at the age of 12 and she needed to respond for him so 
that he could be released. Eliza shared that her two children, a daughter (17) and a son (16), 
came on their own from Guatemala in 2015. She said, “I had no idea they were coming. They 
came on their own.  I told my husband they were coming and that we had to get ready for them 
to arrive” (November 2019).  Her daughter brought her own child as well.  
When children initiated reunification, children typically traveled with siblings or with 
someone they knew. They also looked for border patrol to “turn themselves in.” This was mostly 
the case with children that migrated on their own after 2014. Before this date, they avoided la 
migra, border patrol agents, because of fear of immediate deportation. Growing attention to 
unaccompanied minors who were seeking asylum made accessing border patrol a safer option 
than migrating beyond the border.  
163 
Se vinieron en diferentes momentos: Staggered Reunification  
Mothers with multiple children back home sent for children at different times. This 
occurred in two cases: 1) When mothers only had enough money to finance one of their 
children’s trips or 2) Their children were old enough to go on the journey alone.  
Carmela said that her son and daughter came together, but she had to leave her other 
children in Honduras. She explained, 
The rest of my children, six of them, are in Honduras. My sons came first and 
then my daughter came a couple years later with her three children. First one son 
came and then another and my other two daughters are still in El Salvador. 
(October 2019) 
For Carmela, staggering reunification made sense because she felt safer traveling with her 
youngest son who was eight years old. She says she also felt that he needed to be with her and 
that the other children, adolescents and teens would be okay with family members in Honduras. 
It was also costly to migrate since she had to pay thousands of dollars to make the trip and the 
coyote only gave her two chances to bring her over. She could not pay to bring her other children 
along and wanted to come to the US first.  
Teodora also had her son and daughter come first on one trip because that was all that she 
could afford. Shortly after she saved enough money for her daughter to come with her three 
children. Children coming together was more likely during legal pathways to reunification but 
also were spaced out a few months. When mothers sent for their children, and when children 
came on their own behalf, they traveled with older siblings or other relatives and did not all come 
at once.  
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Mothers who came between 2010 and 2020 migrated with their young children. 
Typically, those left behind followed shortly after, usually within two or three years to reunite 
with their mothers in the US This was the shortest period of separation. The urgency for children 
to flee violence was the main factor for reunification.  
Periods of Migration and Periods of Reunification 
Pathways to reunification varied, but there were some common factors between time 
periods. Legal pathways were more common for mothers who migrated during the Civil Wars 
and Post War period between 1976-2000. Their reunification experiences occurred between 
1994-2008. Legal pathways required a prolonged waiting period that ranged from eight to 17 
years. Legal pathways for mothers who migrated after 2001 were only available for those who 
applied for U-visas because of being victims of domestic violence. For mothers who gained legal 
status through U-visa applications, reunification meant a long waiting period in addition to 
staggered reunification with multiple children. For mothers who had no option for legal 
reunification, due to their own limited legal status or no legal status (undocumented), their 
reunification occurred through unauthorized means, contracting coyotes or acquaintances to 
assist their children on their journeys north. These reunifications happened after shorter periods 
of time but entailed greater risks to their children, such as traumatic physical and sexual harm. 
Based upon the experiences of the women who I interviewed, I have identified two overarching 
periods of reunification: pre-millennial (before 2001) and post-millennial (after 2001).    
Pre-Millennial Opportunities for Reunification: Employer and Familial Sponsorship 
Participants who migrated in the earlier periods were able to gain legal status as a result 
of sponsorship from their employers, marriage with a legal permanent resident, or sponsorship 
from an adult child. This process for legalization took years and resulted in separation from their 
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children for a significant amount of time. The six participants who came between 1976 and1993 
waited between eight and 17 years to reunify with their children. The three participants who 
came between 1994 and 2001 waited between 10-15 years to reunify with their children. The 
relationship between immigration status and reunification was a major area of discussion during 
the interview process. For example,  
Me: How were you able to bring your children to the US? 
Reinaluz: I met my new husband in the US, he’s from El Salvador. He worked in 
a restaurant and got his work permit from his asylum case, then TPS and then 
residency through NACARA. We were married shortly after and I received my 
“papers” as well. I petitioned for my children right after.   
Me: So he gave you residency through marriage? 
Reinaluz: Yes, he gave it to me. But there also used to be a law that the woman 
where I worked could also sponsor me because of the “ten year” law, but I 
received them quicker with my husband. We got married quickly and I submitted 
my papers for my children to come as well.  
Me: How long did you have to wait for your papers? 
Reinaluz: I got them really quick, like in three months, I don’t remember what 
year it was. But I had to wait many years for my children to get their papers and 
my daughter got them first which I didn’t understand why? (November 2019) 
Participants who obtained legal status still had to wait years for reunification and this did not 
always occur with all their children at once resulting in staggered reunification. Reinaluz’s case 
was so tragic that her daughter came first and then her son was notified of his appointment in the 
US embassy in Honduras for an interview and was killed in an accident on the way there.  
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Not all participants who were able to gain legal status were eligible to reunify with their 
children. Two participants from El Salvador, “Gloria” and “Fernanda” who came in 1991 and 
1998 respectively, had applied for asylum applications but missed the IRCA deadline and were 
ineligible under The Nicaraguan Adjustment and Central American Relief Act NACARA 
ACT(1997). Instead, they were granted Temporary Protected Status (TPS). TPS protected them 
from deportation and gave them legal working authorization but denied them the possibility of 
bringing their children legally to the US Gloria had petitioned for asylum in 1992, but her 
petition was denied. She left five children in El Salvador between the ages of six and 18. She 
never had the option of legally petitioning for reunification with her children, and as a result 
never sent for them. After 17 years, in 2008, her two oldest children came on their own. Gloria 
said, 
My two oldest children decided to come on their own. Both of them. The others 
were underage and were still in school. The younger kids have a different dad, 
and he put a lot of pressure on me, and I was scared of him. Then later on since 
they were still in school that was always the reason to not send for them. The 
older ones came when they wanted to come. I could not help them come because I 
was unable to. (October 2019) 
Gloria’s TPS status did not allow her to bring any of her children to the US Consequently, they 
had no other choice to but come as adults on their own and as undocumented immigrants, which 
was what her two eldest children decided to do on their own. They sought their mother even 
though they were older and as will be explained in the next chapter their reunification experience 
differed from those of mothers with younger children.   
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Post-Millennium Opportunities for Reunification: Asylum and U-Visa  
Participants who migrated during the third period averaged waits between eight and13 
years while participants who migrated between 2010-1018 averaged between two and four years 
of separation. Mothers in the third period experienced the same average amount of time as the 
previous two periods, and mothers in the fourth period, experienced the shortest number of years 
of separation compared to any other period. Such mothers achieved the shortest waits through 
undocumented means and risky journeys. 
At the turn of the twenty-first century, immigration law and border control policies 
continued to leave out protections for Central America immigrants and refugees; in fact after 
9/11, policies sought to deter the increasing amount of undocumented immigration from Mexico 
and Central America (Rosenblum & Brick, (2011). The Bush administration used the premise of 
protecting the border from potential terrorist entry to create ever more arduous policies. Even 
years later in 2014, amidst the humanitarian crisis, the Obama administration launched a series of 
efforts to “aggressively deter” potential immigrants and shift responsibility for keeping potential 
immigrants out of the United States to the governments of Central America and Mexico. This 
meant increasing border patrol and speeding up deportations. However, the 1998 Flores Act, the 
2008 VAWA Act, and the U-Visa acted as forms of limited protections for child migrants fleeing 
violence and victimized by human trafficking. They also served to protect women who were 
victims of domestic violence at the hands of abusers. These protections were also key against 
detaining children with adults. Children were transferred to a safe environment after two weeks 
of being detained by US Border Patrol and mothers who had suffered domestic violence while 
living in the US had an opportunity to legalize and petition for their children. Mothers who 
legally reunified with their children after 2001 could apply for the U-Visa and were able to add 
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their children in their application, however this also required a long waiting period of years for 
reunification.  
All 15 participants who migrated during the third and fourth periods after 2001 were 
undocumented and thus had few options to bring their children legally. They cited the urgency to 
send for their children due to the dangerous predicaments that put their lives at risk because of 
direct violence, threat of violence, or neglect. These participants with no possible way of 
legalization sent for their children through unauthorized means.   
“Elena” came to the US fleeing death threats by local gangs in Honduras in 2001 and her 
husband abused drugs and was very violent with her. She never received legal status, and after 
years of waiting, she decided to send for her children when they were older. Elena said,  
My kids came when my son was 18 and my daughter was 17 in 2014. They 
wanted to come. They came with a coyote and turned themselves in at the border 
requesting asylum. The boy suffered a lot. The girl was raped in the detention 
center. (October 2019)  
As an undocumented immigrant, Elena had no way to legally petition for her children. They 
eventually came on their own as older teens due to the threat of violence in Honduras and 
requested asylum at the border. Despite the legal process at play, asylum, both of Elena’s 
children suffered to reunify with their mother. Nonetheless, because of Elena’s undocumented 
status, neither Elena nor her children saw other avenues available to reunify. Elena’s children 
were denied asylum and are living as undocumented immigrants.  
Mothers, Children, and Caregivers Roles in the Reunification Process 
The experiences of the women who I interviewed illustrated the many different reasons 
they sought reunification. Moreover, individual circumstances, their own, their children’s, and 
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their children’s caregivers, greatly affected the opportunities and experiences of reunification. 
While mothers, no matter their immigration status, had the opportunity to make decisions for 
their children from afar, children, especially older ones, and their caregivers exercised a great 
deal of personal agency in the decision-making process. 
Gloria and Elena’s stories of migration, separation, and reunification highlight first and 
foremost how legal status impacts their experiences of reunification. Gloria always had the hopes 
of bringing all of her children to the US legally; however, since TPS is not a pathway to 
residency, and even less to citizenship, it reflects what Cecilia Menjivar and Leisy Abrego 
discuss about “legal limbo” or “limited legality (2009). Such women are protected from 
deportation, able to work legally, but never have the opportunity to reunite with their children 
legally in the US Gloria’s situation was so tragic that while she waited for a potential pathway to 
permanent residency, her youngest son died. She reunited with her two older children but since 
they came as adults and without documentation, they are also working in the informal economy 
generally available for immigrant women as domestic workers. Her two younger children, on the 
other hand, continued to study, finished their schooling, and went on to work in professional 
careers, making their lives in El Salvador. This was all possible because of Gloria’s sacrifice and 
remittances sent from the US According to the standards of transnational motherhood that I 
detailed in the previous chapter, Gloria, by sacrificing to improve her children’s lives, succeeded.  
Isa, who migrated from El Salvador in 2003, had given birth to her daughter in the US 
and sent her back to El Salvador to live with her mother at age 2. Even though Isa was 
undocumented, her daughter had US citizenship, and ten years later when she was ready to bring 
her back after a few years of separation, her daughter insisted that she wanted to remain with her 
grandmother and stay in school in El Salvador. She came a few years later after being threatened 
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at school by gang members. She came with her grandmother who was a legal permanent 
resident. Isa explained that her daughter would not have come without her grandmother. Both her 
daughter’s will and her mother’s decision were as influential in the reunification experience as 
Isa’s immigration status.  
Gloria’s and Isa’s experiences reflects Dreby’s findings with Mexican transnational 
parents (2006), namely, that children are not powerless; they are able to influence their parents’ 
decision about migration and reunification and the decision to reunify is not only determined by 
the mother. Caretakers also have a significant role in their migrant child’s life and influence 
mother’s decisions to send for their children. Ana, who migrated from El Salvador in 1993 also  
shared that she had wanted to “send for” her daughters after a couple of years of separation, but 
that her mother insisted that her daughters were much safer and better off under her care than in 
Ana’s care due to her full-time employment and undocumented status. Ana’s experiences reflect 
both her daughter’s agency and the power that caregivers wield in situations of transnational 
motherhood.  This reflects Dreby (2006) findings that children also have power in the decision-
making process for reunification. They may initiate it, pause it or even come on their own, as in 
the case of some unaccompanied minors (Dreby, 2006). 
The experiences of Elena’s children supports Abrego’s (2014) findings that children and 
adolescents expect to reunite with their mothers; she calls it “suspended adulthood” where 
children put their lives on hold, do not excel in school or even try because they are waiting to go 
to the US Unlike Gloria and Ana’s children, Elena’s children longed to reunite with their mother 
and expected that reunification to take place when they came of age. The threat of violence and 
the lack of positive caretakers pushes children, like Elena’s to initiate reunification or even come 
on their own.  
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The concept of “migrant time” also developed by Joanna Dreby, highlights how children 
and parents experience time unequally. Parents spend a longer period than expected to reach 
their goals of accumulating sufficient savings and financial means. Their days go by faster 
because of their demanding work schedules, but it takes years before they can achieve financial 
stability. While children in their home countries experience time more slowly due to the slower 
pace of the way of life, which revolves around school, daily home life, and in some cases 
agricultural seasons, their own life course rapidly shifts as they age during the time that their 
mothers are away (Dreby, 2006). Mothers in my study also were impacted by the passage of time 
while they dedicated their lives to work, new partners, and US-born children and settlement on 
Long Island. The different ways children and mothers experience the periods of separation help 
to explain the various ways participants’ children acted to achieve or avoid reunification.  
Summary 
Most women in my study had planned on being separated from their children for a short 
period of time, but due to the uncertainty and demanding life in the US, this was difficult to 
achieve. This reflects Joanna Dreby’s (2006) findings that family reunification rarely comes 
when parents or children plan.   
The pathways to reunification varied for all the participants; however, the mothers’ legal 
status coincided with available pathways for reunification.  Participants reunified with their 
children through four different pathways, mother initiated legal pathways; mother initiated 
without legal authorization; child initiated; staggered reunification.   
Legal pathways were obtained through employer sponsorship, marriage, or U-visas. 
Temporary Protected Status (TPS) authorized mothers to work and protected them from 
deportation but did not allow them to legally petition for their children. Legal pathways through 
172 
employer or spousal sponsorship occurred in the first two periods 1976-1992 or 1992-2001. 
Legal pathways for those coming after 2001 were mostly only made available to mothers who 
had been victims of domestic violence and were therefore able to apply for U-Visas. Mothers 
who came in the last stage between 2010-2020 traveled with their children and had asylum 
petitions for themselves also had children with asylum cases once they were detained at the 
border. 
Undocumented participants initiated reunification with their children when they had 
sufficient money to finance the journey, when the children were in danger or experiencing a 
threat caused by violence in the community or at home, or when their caretakers were unable to 
continue to care for them. Their reunification was also through unauthorized channels. 
Reunification that was child initiated was a result of older children coming to reunite with 
their mothers when threatened by gang or organized drug trafficking groups. Mothers shared that 
they did not decide that their children should come at that particular time, but once they knew 
they were coming, they made the necessary accommodations to receive them. Children coming 
on their own without their mother’s initiation represents their own power in pushing for 
reunification. Mostly due to fleeing threats of violence from gangs but also when their caretakers 
were no longer able to care for them. They felt the need to flee. Migrant time, parents, and 
children’s differential experience of the passage of time (Dreby 2006) contributed to the urgency 
in children wanting to reunite with their mothers due to their experience of “stagnated 
adulthood” (Abrego, 2014) where they paused their transition to adulthood; finishing school, 
obtaining a job, applying for college because they wanted to join their mothers in the US. Threats 
of violence and disavowed caretakers pushed them to go off on their own to join them. Also, like 
Dreby’s findings children also influence their mother’s decisions for reunification and are not 
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completely powerless in the decision-making process. Threats of violence, aging grandparents, 
and disavowed caretakers encouraged children to migrate on their own or to pressure their 
mothers to send the resources for them. Ultimately the decision of when reunification will take 
place is also influenced by caretakers both legal and undocumented circumstances.  
The next chapter details the experience of reunification using the lens of Ambiguous Loss 
Theory (Boss, 1999) and Ambiguous Reunification (Grief, 2015) to examine how the 
reunification experience with their recently arrived children was like given the complex 
dynamics of their existing families, with new children and new partners, and how length of 
separation and child’s age also influenced or challenged the reunification process.  
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CHAPTER IX: TOGETHER AGAIN: 
MOTHERS REUNIFIED WITH THEIR CHILDREN 
The previous chapter examined the conditions and pathways taken by transnational 
mothers from Central America for reunification with their children. I identified four distinct 
pathways: 1) legal pathways, 2) sending for children without legal documentation, 3) children 
migrating on their own, and 4) scattered reunification. I explored these pathways in two periods, 
pre-millennial and post-millennial, and found that pre-millennial mothers had more opportunities 
to legalize, which created pathways for later reunification with their children through legal 
channels. However, despite the legal methods, this was a very lengthy process, and not all 
mothers with legal status (such as TPS) were able to legally reunify with their children. Mothers 
in the post-millennial period who had no options for legal reunification sent for their children 
through illegal channels. The decision to reunify was mostly made by mothers, but children and 
caretakers also played important roles. This demonstrates the transnational family experience of 
decision-making power and how contextual circumstances contributed to reunification (Dreby, 
2006; Abrego, 2014).  
The present chapter examines mothers’ experiences of reunification and life after being 
reunited with their children. I use the lens of Ambiguous Loss generally (Boss, 1999), 
ambiguous loss in transnational families specifically (Soheim, Ballard, 2016), and Ambiguous 
Reunification (Greif, 2009) to analyze the experiences of reunification for mothers and their 
children. My findings align with previous studies on transnational immigrant families who 
experience ambiguous loss, not due to the length of separation, but due to the uncertainty of 
reunification which caused mothers greater stress. The length of separation contributed to 
reorganization and changes in family dynamics that may have created feelings of ambiguous 
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reunification for children; however, this was not the case with mothers. Their views of their 
children remained the same even though children were older, and years had passed by during 
lengthy separation. Although children were not the primary focus of this study, mothers 
expressed that their adolescent and teenage children experienced ambiguous reunification in the 
form of feeling distant and an inability to build bonds of trust even when physically reunited. 
This was mainly due to children holding strong ties to caretakers back home and weak bonds 
with their mothers in their newly reunited families. Such new families created various dynamics 
that mothers identified upon their new child(ren)’s arrival and inclusion, which required new 
ways of navigation for everyone involved. 
This chapter first reviews the concepts of Ambiguous Loss and Ambiguous Reunification 
in transnational families. Second, it describes Ambiguous Loss and the experience of 
reunification after a joyous reunion. Third, I examine how children’s individual circumstances, 
including age at the time of reunification, adolescents and teens versus adult children, and the 
children’s potential trauma experiences during separation affected reunification experiences. 
Fourth, I detail the altered family dynamics of the newly reunited families after long periods of 
separation.  
Ambiguous Loss and Ambiguous Reunification for Transnational Families 
Ambiguous Loss 
Previous studies on the outcomes of reunification in transnational families’ experiences 
have used the theoretical lens of Ambiguous Loss, pioneered by Pauline Boss (1999). 
Ambiguous Loss looks at the experience of loss without clear closure, leaving those experiencing 
the loss with many questions and a lack of clarity. Researchers have applied the Ambiguous Loss 
conceptual framework to transnational migration when examining experiences of migrant family 
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separation and reunification with those that leave and those left behind (Sonheim & Ballard, 
2016). These studies have focused primarily on the key influences of the length of separation and 
changes in family composition. In Sonheim and Ballard’s 2016 study of transnational families, 
they focused on the experience of ambiguous loss for adolescent children of migrant parents 
centering on the outcomes of reunification based on their age of reunification the effects of early 
and late migration and family reunification (Schapiro, Kools, Weiss, & Brindis, 2013).  
They found that reunification brings fulfilment of the initial expectation; however, the 
separation restructured the family in a way that had long-lasting and wide-ranging effects on the 
reunited family (Schapiro, Kools, Weiss, & Brindis, 2013). Complex interpersonal dynamics 
arose due to the growth of the child, resentment of the child toward the mother, new family 
dynamics where the mother had new children and a new partner, and the previous caretaker’s 
new role as a distant caretaker. In addition to the interpersonal difficulties, institutional and 
contextual challenges existed as well. The conditions of the reunification, including the 
possibility of an unwelcoming and hostile reception, greatly influenced the reunification 
experience (Sonheim & Ballard, 2016).  
Few studies have explored these aspects with a specific focus on mothers generally and 
transnational undocumented mothers specifically. The case of the participants of this study and 
my analysis refocuses on both. Consequently, ambiguous loss as a concept is useful for 
understanding transnational mothers’ experiences of reunification after years of separation by 
examining how mothers are left to rebuild relationships with their children in a new context and 
with new family dynamics after reunification under uncertain circumstances.  
177 
Ambiguous Reunification 
In situations of ambiguous reunification, ambiguity surrounds the reunification process 
even as reunified families look for ways to return to their old relationship or build a new one 
(Greif, 2009). Greif applied the concept to children who had been abducted and later reunited 
with their family members where either the child or the parent was still psychologically distant. 
He also applied the concept to other situations of separation (forced and voluntary) like 
immigrant families where the parent’s migration and return produces grief and a reluctance to 
resume the parenting role. Moreover, in the case of the child left behind, he or she may feel like 
the returning parent is a stranger, which causes major difficulties for the mother as she attempts 
to create a new bond with the child (Grief, 2012).  
When mothers reunited with their children in this study, they did not mention feeling any 
psychological distance from their children; conversely, they did feel that their children felt this 
way with them and behaved accordingly. Children of study participants demonstrated 
rebelliousness and defiance towards their mothers, self-inflicted violence, and turning towards 
others and away from their mothers. Factors that influenced reunification experiences for both 
mothers and children were the length of separation and uncertainty of reunification, children’s 
ages at reunification, the experiences of separation itself for children and how mothers reacted to 
such knowledge, and the new family systems and dynamics that reunification created.  
Length of Separation vs. Uncertainty of Reunification 
Women in this study experienced similar circumstances and patterns as transnational 
mothers in other studies. Upon separation, they continued mothering from a distance, across 
borders, for years on end, communicated with their children via various methods, and provided 
emotional and economic support (Hondgenue-Sotelo & Avila, 1997). The experience of 
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separation from their children created feelings of guilt at being unable to be there for their 
children, uncertainty about when they would be reunited, stress from not knowing about 
children’s experiences, and concern about their safety, well-being, and health. This was the 
essence of ambiguity in the loss that they were living with during the years of separation 
(Sonheim, Zaid, & Ballard, 2016). This uncertainty surrounding their possible reunification was 
also a driving factor in the stress mothers felt while living in the US Mothers experienced other 
stressors such as knowing their children were either facing the threat of violence, had been 
violently attacked, or that their caretakers were aging, ill, and therefore unable to provide the 
necessary care they needed. Further, stress during the time their children’s journeys to the US as 
unaccompanied minors only magnified such uncertainty. This uncertainty about possible 
reunification was even worse for undocumented mothers and mothers with Temporary Protected 
Status (TPS) who were waiting for a pathway to residency to obtain legal reunification.   
The length of separation did not change the level of stress mothers felt. Mothers were 
separated between two and 18 years before reunification with children. These long periods of 
separation caused significant desperation and much uncertainty; however, mothers who spent 
two years apart felt the same stress as mothers who endured 18 years apart. The years of 
separation were similar for the first three periods and much shorter for mothers who migrated in 
the fourth period (2010-2018). The context of extreme violence in communities and lack of 
social support in the Central American countries participants migrated from was a major factor in 
shorter separations and quicker reunifications in the 2010s for the four participants who migrated 
during this period. Nonetheless, such high levels of community and social violence only added to 
guilt mothers felt during the separation despite the shorter length. Violence, social dislocation, 
and poverty were also prevalent during the other time periods, but mothers endured living in 
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legal limbo and waited for legal options for reunification. No matter the length of separation, 
mothers felt stress about reuniting with their children. Length of separation made little difference 
in that respect.  
It was not the length of the separation but ambiguity surrounding the length of separation 
that led to negative impacts on individual and family relationships. As time of separation 
lengthened, boundary ambiguity often grew (Sonheim & Ballard, 2016). This created changes in 
family roles and responsibilities. Parents made decisions about separation, remarriage, and 
partial family immigration, which affected the composition of the family and thus reunification 
experiences. 
Mothers in the study demonstrated similar results when it came to notions of distress and 
stress when recounting their experiences of planning for reunification and even after they 
reunified with their children. In some cases, because they had other children back home who 
were still waiting to come, mothers with more time in the US did remarry, form new families, 
and have new children which affected the family systems and dynamics that reunification 
occurred within.   
Joyous Reunification 
All participants reported happy reunifications with their children. They were 
unforgettable and emotional for everyone after years of separation. Mothers reported how seeing 
their children again after so many years caused them tremendous joy and emotion no matter how 
long they had been separated.  
Ana, who reunited with her two daughters in 2001 after being separated for seven years, 
said that “[i]t was a moment of happiness; it was such a special day, very special to be here with 
my three daughters” (January 2020). Martha, who migrated in 2006 and reunited with her son 
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and daughter in 2014, shared that “[i]t was so beautiful, as if everything I had just been through 
to get here was nothing and so worthwhile” (December 2020). Herminia, who was separated 
from her son for two years stated, “[i]t was something so beautiful. I went running straight to my 
son” (December 2020).  
These three mothers, as well as all the mothers in the study, recalled their initial 
reunification with their children as a very happy one. They explained how reunification made all 
the sacrifices that they made to come to the US, to bring their children here, through legal or 
unauthorized pathway, as a result of various circumstances, worth it. For the mothers in this 
study, reunification itself was its own worthwhile reward.   
The joy expressed by mothers like Ana, Martha, and Herminia, all of whom planned for 
and executed their reunifications, still held true for mothers who had not planned their children’s 
trips. Even when children came on their own, mothers reported feeling happy to have them with 
them. While unexpected arrivals meant that mothers had to quickly rush and make arrangements 
for their children to get the resources needed for their release from places like the Office of 
Refugee and Resettlement (ORR), mothers like Fernanda shared that she was happy to have her 
son with her even though she was not expecting him. She had left him as an infant and he was 
now coming to live with her as a young boy of 12 years old. Eliza said that her two children 
came on their own without her planning their trip. She stated that she was excited and happy to 
see her son and daughter, in addition to her granddaughter who came with her daughter. She 
said, “I was happier than anyone else to finally have them with me, and I told my husband that 
they were coming. Like it or not! We had to find a bigger place to live” ( November 2019). 
Children’s approaching arrival, whether planned or unexpected, meant lifestyle changes for the 
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mothers their existing families, mostly new partners and US-born children who now had siblings 
coming to live with them.  
Mothers’ experiences of reunification differed from those of their children.  In the 
pioneering study, “Making Up for Lost Time: Experiences of Separation and Reunification,”  
Orozco, Schapiro, and Todo (2003), analyzed data from the Longitudinal Immigrant Student 
Adaptation Study (LISA) conducted at Harvard University with 343 youth from recently arrived 
youth from Central America, Haiti, China, the Dominican Republic, and Mexico. Their study 
found that from a child’s perspective, reunification is often an ambivalent experience. The 
experience of reunification with a parent they barely remember or recall is similar to that of 
forging a new relationship with a stranger. As a result of this unfamiliarity with the reunified 
parent, this complicates the future development of the relationship with their parental figures, 
with the sense of distance and unfamiliarity persisting for different lengths of time. Mothers, on 
the other hand, felt that they were still their babies or young children just as if they had left them 
years before. To them, even though they were not the same children they had left behind two, 
four, five, 10, 16, or 18 years before, they still felt close to them emotionally regardless of the 
passing of so much time.  
Happy Reunion is Over and the Conflict Begins: Conflicto con los hijos 
All participants reported conflict and challenging experiences after reunification. Mothers 
shared that their children were very rebellious but also showed signs of depression and sadness. 
Fredesmina, a mother who migrated from El Salvador, explained her son’s behavior and her 
reaction, saying,   
I think that is why he has done drugs and alcohol, because he feels lonely and sad 
and I once told him that if he wanted to see his father in El Salvador then I would 
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send him to El Salvador with his father, he said no. At school I've sent him to 
therapy, to see a psychologist. (January 2020)  
Despite the initial joy at reunification, both Fernanda and her son suffered in its aftermath. 
Neither seemed quite sure of how to behave in their new family system. Mothers were incredibly 
disappointed by their children’s rebelliousness and defiance. They were sympathetic to them 
because of the years of separation. At times, they even justified their children’s anger, 
resentment, and rebellious ways because they understood that their children could not come to 
comprehend that their mothers had sacrificed their physical closeness to them in order to provide 
for them from abroad (Dreby, 2006; Abrego, 2014).  
Isa’s experience demonstrated this dichotomy. In a lengthy exchange she and I discussed 
the aftermath of the reunification with her daughter: 
Me: How was it when she arrived and you started living together?  
Isa: When she came, I felt like she didn’t love me. Like she was really affected by 
the fact that I had left her, like as if I abandoned her. I also had my other daughter 
when she came and it was difficult to get used to everything because it was hard. 
Mostly since I barely knew who she was, I left her at 2 ½ years old and she 
returned to me at 14. I missed all her important life moments; her birthdays, her 
first communion, when she lost her first tooth, her first day of school, it really hurt 
me to have missed all of these things. And don’t misunderstand, there were days 
that I was dying to go back to El Salvador, especially when I would speak to her 
and she would say “Mommy, where are you? Why don’t you come back?” That’s 
something really hard to have to explain to children.  I promised her that we 
would be together for her sweet 15, either here or there. (January, 2020) 
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Schapiro et al. (2013) reviewed various studies on family separation and reunification 
and noted that “parents and children may be unprepared for the difficulties of living together 
again, resuming relationships of affection and authority as relative strangers, and major 
relationship crises may develop after a period of initial calm” (p.48). The experiences of various 
participants in my study aligned with this explanation. Mothers referenced their children’s 
resentment towards them, difficulty living together, drug and alcohol abuse, physical violence, 
and overall rebellion of their mother’s authority.  
Even mothers who had experienced the shortest periods of separation were criticized by 
their children after reunification for choosing to migrate with their siblings and leaving them 
behind. These mothers cited joyful reunifications with their children but sadness that they had to 
make that initial choice of coming without all their children. For those who still had remaining 
children back home, they were stressed and concerned for their additional children left behind. 
This was Delia’s experience whose two sons reunited with her as unaccompanied minors but 
whose daughters were waiting for their visa to travel under her U-Visa application. She said, 
My two daughters that are still over there, are in my visa application. I applied for 
the U-Visa in 2017 and I haven’t received anything yet. It’s taking so long. I 
really want them to come. My sons came via land and my son tells me not to dare 
send for them and put them through what he went through. But I want them to 
come soon. (January 2020) 
The violence and trauma of the journey means her daughters must wait for Delia’s U-Visa to be 
granted. Waiting causes Delia distress as does the prospect of being with only part of her family. 
Delia and her sons know waiting is for the best, but it opens her up to potential criticism that 
only augments her trauma. 
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How Children’s Circumstances Affect Reunification 
Two main issues affected the reunification experiences of mothers in this study. The first 
was the children’s age at the time of reunification. Mothers of adolescents had different 
responsibilities than those who reunited with adult children. The second was the individual 
circumstances of the children’s time away from their mothers. When violence and other forms of 
abuse came to light, such discoveries complicated the reunification process for both mothers and 
children.  
Mothering School Aged Children (8-12) 
Children’s ages at reunification impacted participant’s experiences of mothering. Mothers 
with school aged, pre-adolescent, and adolescent children (ages 8-17) and mothers with young 
adult children (18-35) experienced reunification and its after-effects differently. Mothers in both 
categories had different experiences and challenges. Fifteen mothers reunited with the children 
who were between the ages of 8 and 17. Eight mothers reunited with children between the ages 
of 18-35.  
Mothers who reunited with school aged and pre-adolescent children (8-12) experienced 
some behavior issues that reflected the difficult outcome of the initial separation. Herminia 
recalls her son (8), from whom she had separated for two years, tell her that he wished he was 
not with her and that he preferred being with his father. He was also aware of his undocumented 
status and would always tell her and his father to not fight because he feared that the police 
would come.  Herminia has sought therapy for her son due to his heightened fear of deportation 
and separation from his parents.  
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Mothering Adolescents (13-17) 
Mothers with adolescent and teenage children (ages 13-17) experienced more difficulty 
with their children compared to mothers with younger children. They shared feelings of being 
disrespected and disappointed because of their children’s profound resentment and anger with 
them. In addition, some children showed symptoms of severe distress and exposure to traumatic 
experiences. Children refused to go to school, cut classes, and used drugs. In addition to drug 
use, they engaged in other harmful behaviors against themselves like cutting themselves as well  
as various “risky” behaviors. Some were even violent towards the mothers with whom they were 
newly reunited. 
Teodora shared that her daughters were physically abusive toward her. She said,  
Once they told me, not sure which one, they answered back to me, and I was 
going to hit her because she responded so nasty to me. She grabbed my hand and 
told me that I would not hit her. I cried with so much emotion. And it still hurts. I 
still remember that they hit me, wrestled with me down. I would always think 
about how they were left without me, and so I couldn’t hit them or scold them. I 
always thought that they was not at fault because they didn’t grow up with me. So 
I never hit them. But they were also very disrespectful and that hurt so much. 
(January 2019)  
Despite the serious problems Teodora and her children endured, the way they punished her, 
sometimes physically, for their feelings of abandonment, or acted out symptoms of exposure to 
traumatic events, Teodora described how her guilt affected the ways she mothered him after 
reunification. Because she felt guilty, she felt unable to know how to apply discipline and  when 
to intervene.  
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Nancy shared that her son pushed her out of his way during an argument in which he 
said, “ ‘You know that I hate you, he told me, and that’s something I can’t get over. You left me 
like garbage and you have no idea what I suffered out there.’  He told me that I abandoned him 
to come to this country, and I wish he understood all that I have been through for him” (January 
2019). That her son could not accept the sacrifice Nancy made as hurtful for everyone involved 
not just him exacerbated her feelings of guilt and shame regarding her decision to migrate and 
leave him in her home country.  
Mother’s Feelings of Diminished Authority and Unrecognized Sacrifice 
These mothers expressed great distress in their interaction with their children mostly due 
to the level of disrespect children expressed towards them. Mothers tried to display authority 
with their children by setting rules in their home, regulating their independence and movement, 
setting curfews, and demanding school attendance, but their children rejected it. These mothers 
felt tremendous guilt and justified their behavior but ultimately wanted their children to 
understand that their decision was a necessary one that they made in their children’s best interest. 
As Teodora’s case illustrates, however, not all children could be made to understand the 
sacrifices their mothers made for them. Such miscommunication and its attendant behaviors 
created new kinds of familial dynamics after reunification. As Bonnizoni (2012) explains, “living 
together again triggers a change in the way the mother–child relationship is practiced and 
conceived” (p.173).  
Children often appear to be ambivalent regarding their mother’s authority because they 
did not grow up with them. They may not be able to express their distress in words, due their 
own reactions to traumatic events during the separation. They may also be experiencing deep 
sadness at leaving their grandparents and other caregivers behind (Bragin & Pierrepointe, 2004). 
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Mothers in this study felt very frustrated and deeply saddened by these phenomena even after 
reflecting on the causes of the change years later. This demonstrates their own sequential trauma 
and victimization. Further, for some of the children, their experiences of extreme violence in the 
home country contributed to their difficulties, Studies have found that conflict-affected children, 
even after escaping violence, find themselves struggling to perform well in school or express 
their distress to families with whom they are reunified precisely because of the terrible suffering 
that they have endured while away from their parents. Studies also show that such distress is 
treatable once it is recognized and psychosocial support for the family is found (Bragin, 2012; 
2019; Bragin & Pierrepointe, 2004).  
Complicating experiences of reunification was not just the children’s age at reunification 
but also their gender. Sonheim and Ballard’s 2016 study of transnational family separation and 
reunification, found that “[g]ender may affect re-engagement with parents and educational 
outcomes, with young men faring worse” (p. 4). This was comparable but not identical to the 
experiences of mothers in this study. The levels of conflict between mothers and their daughters 
were just as significant. Mothers reported that their daughters cut school, left home, engaged in 
self cutting, engaged in school delinquency, and had unwanted pregnancies at a young age. Note 
that the traumatogenic experiences that led to these behaviors will be discussed in the next 
chapter. Despite such behavioral similarities, their sons who engaged in the same sorts of 
behaviors fared much worse than their daughters. This may be the result of the institutional 
violence that met them in their new home in Long Island. As will be illustrated below, instead of 
being greeted with compassion, reintegrating Central American boys were often targeted by the 
police and labeled as gang members even as they were trying to adjust to a new language,  a new 
school, and a loss of all that was familiar to them (Dreir, 2018b, Bragin 2019),  
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Nancy reunited with her son when he was a young adolescent. After reunification, he 
experienced rejection from schools and then entanglement with the criminal justice system and a 
court system that had little sympathy for his history as a transnational child whose mother left 
him at two months old and who he did not meet again until he was 12 years old. Isa and Martha 
both had problems with their daughters who were in middle school and later high school Isa 
shared that her daughter was almost expelled from school for turning on the fire alarm. Martha 
shared that her daughter was beyond control, slept out, ran away for almost a week and started 
cutting herself at some point. She also became aware that she was hanging out with gang 
members. The girls engaged in problematic behavior, but they were not penalized the same. 
However, neither were their signs of possible childhood abuse considered or treated.  The boys 
on the other hand were expelled from school and this rejection propelled their entanglements 
with the criminal justice system as described in the next chapter.  
Mothering the Young Adult: El hijo mayor (18-23) 
Bonizonni (2012) studied the construction and changing meaning of motherhood 
practices after separation and migration and found that children who were left in the care of 
others at older ages and/or for a shorter time did not experience such a radical shift.  She stated 
that the meanings and practices of motherhood tend to keep on changing as children grow older 
and start living together again with their mothers in the new country. She termed it, “motherhood 
as intimacy [which] may be rebuilt on a new basis” (p. 5).  
Participants in this study who reunited with their adult-aged children also reported a new 
essence of their mothering with an adult child who needed their support in other ways tied to 
their adult productive lives in the US but no longer required the same hands on mothering a 
younger child required. Nor did they require the same kind of personal and economic sacrifices 
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that mothering from a distance as during their separation required.  Instead, participants who 
were reunited with their adult children reported that they were eager to work. Adult children 
wanted to be in the US with them to make money and make a life for themselves here, just like 
their parents had done during the periods of separation. While mothers of adolescent children 
struggled to provide the personal and social support angry and resentful children required, 
mothers of adult children struggled to provide the institutional support desired by their adult 
children. Mothers shared that it was difficult for to help them because their adult children were 
mostly undocumented, did not speak English, and had less institutional support when they 
arrived.  
This new relationship that required mothers to be sources of support for their independent 
adult children as opposed to dependent children was difficult because participants felt despair as 
they watched their older children suffer to make a life for themselves in the present context. 
Mothers also noted that when their older children came to the US that all their education and 
professionalization would not benefit them here. Julia reiterated that point, saying: 
I told him if you want to come here be ready to work, not office work like you’re 
used to but cleaning floors. He was ready to do that when he came to make money 
since the money that I sent was not enough and his job did not pay enough.  
(October 2019) 
While adult children were not rebellious in the same way that adolescents were, 
participants noted that they never forgot that their mother had left them for some time and that 
they were older and did not have to listen to their mothers. Julia explained such a situation: 
My daughter answered back to me saying “I’m, mayor de edad, of age, you can’t 
tell me what to do” I told her “‘I’m not asking you to love me, I’m asking for 
190 
respect and for you not to treat me like garbage.” Then my son tried to defend her 
and said, “you’re a stranger to us, what do you expect?” (October 2019) 
This disrespect and their children’s refusal to recognize their authority was very difficult for 
mothers because it threw the results of their years of separation into stark relief. Despite feelings 
of guilt, mothers challenged their adult children and were indignant at the lack of respect and 
recognition of their sacrifice. They expected their adult children to understand because they were 
adults.  
Adult Children Migrating with Their Children 
Seven out of the 8 mothers who reunited with their adult children also united with their 
grandchildren. The participants, now grandmothers, said that they needed to support not only 
their adult children but also their young grandchildren. They did everything possible to help 
them enter school, secure healthcare, and access other services available to minors. The trade-off 
was also that adult children helped mothers care for their younger children. Mothers also 
encouraged their children who had children to look for ways to better themselves. Eliza 
emphasized the need to continue to improve, saying, 
Please note that I thank God that they’re with me. That makes me happy to have them with 
me. I can see what they go through and help them whenever possible. I’m so proud of my son  
who has done well in school, has DACA and is now studying at Queens College. My 
daughter too, even though she has her young son. She says she wants to study too when her 
son goes to school. I tell her that it’s never too late to do better for oneself. (December 2019) 
As Bonzinni points out, reunification is a “temporal adjustment that does not represent a  
unidirectional process and the mother–child relationship changes as children grow up with them 
in the new country” (p.174). She emphasized the importance of recognizing the children’s 
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agency in interpreting their own migration and how they negotiated their relationship with their 
mothers. Ultimately, “[m]eanings of motherhood change as children move into adulthood: living 
separately from their mothers may become an option that is actively sought, and their 
relationships tend to be conceived more in terms of friendship than authority” (p.175) (Bonzinni, 
2012). Such renegotiations were routinely cited as areas of tension but also great joy by the 
mothers in this study.  
Mothers’ Feelings of Guilt after Discovering Traumatic Violence  
Experienced by the Children 
Four participants reported feelings of guilt and anger when they discovered that their 
children had experienced physical, verbal, and sexual abuse and violence at the hands of 
caretakers or other family members who they had trusted to care for their children. During 
separation, mothers worked hard, sacrificing their personal comfort and safety, to provide 
security for their children. To discover, only after reunification, that their children suffered abuse 
that mothers could not protect them from was another trauma that increased the uncertainty of 
ambiguous reunification.  
When Elena migrated from Honduras, she left her son and daughter, aged 3 and 1 under 
the care of her father-in-law. After reunification, Elena found out that he had raped her daughter 
instead of providing the security and safety Elena expected. Of her daughter, Elena said, “[s]he 
wanted to come be with me but couldn’t come” (October 2013). The violence perpetrated against 
her daughter caused Elena tremendous guilt after reunification. She discovered the abuse when 
she came to live with her in the US. She felt that due to her absence, she had endangered her 
daughter leaving by her vulnerable to be sexually abused by her grandfather. The discovery of 
her daughter’s sexual abuse affected Elena’s reunification experiences with her daughter in the 
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following ways: after reunification, her daughter moved out on her own and said she did not 
want to have anything to do with her and would not allow her to see her grandchild. Her 
daughter moved to Connecticut and did not want to keep contact with her. 
Martha left her daughter, then aged 8, in Guatemala under her brother’s care. During their 
separation, Martha recounted how her family abused her daughter, saying, “[m]y sisters would 
also beat her. In Guatemala when children are alone without their mothers, they can be 
mistreated by anyone” (January 2019). Martha felt that her absence as a mother meant her 
daughter was even more vulnerable to abuse by anyone, even the family she entrusted to care for 
her daughter. Her daughter Magdalena (20 years old) sat in on the interview with Martha and I 
and shared the following: 
I didn’t want to tell my mother about my uncle’s abuse and all they put me 
through. I just kept telling her that I wanted to go be with her as soon as possible. 
She would say to me, just wait and be patient daughter, I’m trying to get you to 
come legally so you won’t have to suffer along the way. But I did tell her later on. 
(January 2019) 
Martha felt very guilty about learning this later, especially because Magdalena tried to convince 
her mother to let her come to the US, but Martha refused for what she thought were sound 
reasons. The experience of Martha and Magdalena highlights the complex nature of separation 
and reunification. Reunification was already challenging for mothers after years of separation 
from their children but learning of their children’s trauma and victimization was incredibly hard 
and added to their own traumatic histories. They were unable to protect their children when they 
were most vulnerable. Learning about the abuse years later only compounded the trauma and 
guilt about their separation from their children.  
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Bonnizoni (2012) found that for mothers, making all the efforts necessary to sponsor their 
children’s migration represented “a further struggle to display their love and how much they 
‘care about’ their children, and also to perform motherhood in a way that conforms more to 
social norms” (p. 173). Mothers saw reunification  as a strategy to maximize children’s 
educational and occupational outcomes, but also as a protective strategy that mothers adopted in 
order to minimize the risks teenagers faced back home (drugs, joining gangs, sexual and gender-
based violence, rape, and teenage pregnancies). Participants in the study such as Isa, Tania, Ana, 
Martha, Ela, Carmela, and Vanessa also were more adamant about bringing their children when 
they faced local violence or when they came of age as teens and began to face critical problems 
due to their older age.  
These transnational mothers felt that they had sacrificed so much to provide for them. 
Part of the reason that they did not bring them with them was to keep them safe from the 
violence on the journey and keeping them under the protection and guardianship of grandparents 
or other family members. Mothers felt that they could do both, provide economically from a 
distance but also offer them protection and security by having them stay with grandparents or 
other close family members. News of the threats of violence or experiences of abuse crushed 
their original ideal or initial intentions. Experiences of violence and trauma for children also 
contributed to their experience of ambiguous reunification, causing them to struggle to gain trust, 
acceptance, and recognition from their formerly separated children (Barnert, 2019). Children’s 
difficulties with the law and other abuses experienced in the community also took a toll on 
mother’s relationships with them after reunification. 
194 
Changing Family Dynamics  
Suarez-Orozco, Todorova, and Louis (2005) studied the impact of separation on 
immigrant children. They reported that parents were aware of how complicated reunification can 
be in blended and new families. They stated that reunifications can be complicated for children 
who have to adapt to a new family “constellation.” Immigrant children who are reunited with 
their parents may become jealous of new siblings or a new partner. These characteristics of the 
separation can lead to increased tension between siblings and differential relationships of the 
parent toward the different children. Mothers in this study also spoke about the difficulties their 
children experienced due to their new family arrangements not only with their mother, but 
because of their new families, which included younger step and half siblings and new 
stepfathers. Mothers also discussed the importance of distant caretakers and their debt to them.  
In Sonheim and Ballard’s study of Ambiguous Loss Theory with transnational families, 
they found that reunification can also require role shifting and role reformation (Sonheim & 
Ballard, 2013). This was reflected in the participants in this study who encountered different 
family forms and interpersonal relationships. Mothers perceived their newly arrived children as 
supportive siblings in some cases but also jealous older siblings in others. Mothers also noted 
their partners as being supportive stepfathers but in some cases indifferent and hands off to their 
children. The unequal opportunities for upward mobility for the different children in the 
household also impacted mother’s expectations and hope for her children and thus their 
experiences of reunification. Mothers were hopeful for their newly arrived children’s integration 
and acculturation into life in the US, but they were more optimistic about the prospects of their 
US born children because they  had access to higher education, good jobs, spoke English 
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fluently, and had endless possibilities. The next section describes these differences and relates 
them to the participants’ experiences of reunification. 
La nueva familia: The Blended Family 
For mothers in this study, the arrival of their children after years of separation shifted the 
dynamics of the families they had created in the US. Participants experienced such new family 
dynamics as both single moms and in blended and traditional families. Only two participants, 
Ana and Herminia, were still married to their children’s fathers. Others had divorced or separated 
from them and remarried or remained single mothers. In some cases, mothers lived with these 
new partners and their US born children; in others they lived as single mothers raising their 
children on their own.  
Supportive Siblings 
Participants had different experiences with their reunified children and new siblings 
Some participants mentioned that their children helped them care for their younger brothers and 
sisters. Francesca discussed how her newly reunified daughter would help her son get ready for 
school and get on the bus every morning. After school, the daughter waited for him while 
Fernanda worked all day. Ela also shared that her two older daughters who came to the US as 
teenagers helped her care for their four younger siblings. Erminia and Eliza also shared that their 
children would help them when they went to work, and they cared for their younger siblings. 
This cross-sibling caretaking created a bond that the mothers felt was special and valuable. Such 
experiences demonstrate that when children, especially daughters, came into new family units as 
the older sibling, they were especially helpful for mothers who were single mothers that needed 
the extra hand in caring for younger siblings or carrying out household chores. Older children 
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were also able to help their mothers when mother’s role as breadwinner required long, 
exhausting hours.  
Conflict with Siblings 
Children did not always willingly help their mothers care for their younger brothers and 
sisters or build an emotional bond with them. Mothers, including Ela, Isa, Martha, and Ines, 
shared that they witnessed their children fight with each other. Moreover, some mothers, like 
Martha and Ines, had children tell them directly that they were jealous and felt like they loved 
their siblings more than them since the mothers did not leave the younger siblings for so long. 
This occurred with children that came as adolescents and had younger brothers and sisters that 
had grown up with their mothers.  
Such conflict affected the reunification experiences by causing mothers a lot of emotional 
hardship and distress. Mothers tried to remind children that they loved them all equally and not 
to be jealous of their younger US-born siblings. Mothers intervened whenever possible and 
hoped that their relationships would improve over time. Mothers reflected on this over time and 
remained very conscious of the importance of children getting along to provide peace and a 
sense of stability in their homes and families.  
Respectful Partners 
Mothers with new partners in the US spoke about how they saw them try to build a 
relationship with their children. Eliza said that her husband began taking her son to work with 
him on his paint jobs and showed him how to do the work. Her husband wanted to teach him the 
value of hard work in addition to going to school. She also shared that they went to the gym 
together and when the front desk administrator asked if they were related her son said, “that’s my 
father” (November 2019). These new bonds were important in the reunification process because 
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mothers wanted their newly arrived children to feel at home and for their partners to also help 
them in their parenting. Establishing a relationship was a first step in that direction.  
Ambivalent Partners 
In other cases, like Erminia’s, new partners did not help at all. Erminia’s new partner 
failed to help with her two boys when they migrated from Guatemala as teenagers or with her 
four US-born daughters. She said he was indifferent to everything and did not help her at all with 
her boys or even with his children. She wished he helped more. This occurred in most cases 
where new partners tried to be supportive of their spouses’ children but also limited their own 
emotional bonds with their children. Some mothers felt they were supportive of them in bringing 
their children to the US but did not do much to help them out after the children arrived. Mothers 
were frustrated by this as they felt like they needed their partners’ support in caring for all their 
children and even more so with their recently arrived children.  
Lack of partner support affected the mothers’ experiences of reunification because it 
added to their distress and frustration. Mothers were overwhelmed with having to support the 
family and newly arrived children and wanted their husbands to help them.  
I’ve always worked and provided for my sons. He doesn’t get involved with anything, 
bills or expenses that have to do with the boys. He doesn’t tell them what to do either and 
they haven’t looked to him either to avoid problems. He doesn’t discipline them either, I 
do everything. (Erminia, November 2019) 
Mothering Mixed-Status Children 
Mothers in this study all shared the joy and challenges of having their children together 
with them again. Their presence made them feel whole and gave them peace of mind that they 
were no longer in a dangerous home, country, or on a life-or-death journey. They shared that 
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they loved their newly arrived children as well as their US-born children. Despite loving all their 
children, participants recognized that their US-born children had greater possibilities than their 
immigrant children. They had the potential to attend college, become professionals, and launch 
successful careers. US-born children were described as good students and rule followers.  
Fernanda described the contrast between her children, saying, 
I always tell him to set the example but the little one is doing much better. He has 
his own car, he goes to school. This other one doesn't save any of his money on 
bad habits. He doesn't even send my parents money who raised him. He doesn't 
help with the rent. We have to fight and beg him to give us $200 a month for rent 
for his room. (December 2019)  
She further elaborated the ways her US-born child was succeeding, saying, “My youngest is 
doing the best. He goes to Suffolk Community College, behaves and works two jobs at 
McDonalds and this other job” (December 2019).  The differences in the behavior between her 
children affected her relationship with them because she was vocal about how proud she was of 
her US-born son and she expected more from her older son. For the son she left in El Salvador, 
integration into US life was complicated and that played out in his lifestyle choices, which had 
consequences for the way Fernanda experienced their reunification. She had to respond to his 
difficulties in school and later his illegal substance use and multiple arrests. She felt that she had 
sacrificed so much for him and that he was taking it all for granted. She told her younger son 
“don’t follow your brother’s example even though you’re the younger one” (December 2019). 
She loved them both but later felt that he needed more tough love to get ahead. Consequently, 
she felt that “I had to start charging him rent since he would spend that money on reckless 
things” (December 2019). Fernanda also shared that her son’s arrests affected her stepson’s 
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application in the police force, saying, “I told him, not only are you messing up your life but 
your brother’s too and that’s not right” (December 2019).  
Overall, Fernanda recognized that his rebelliousness was due to the long separation that 
they had and his lack of success and many shortcomings resulted from his difficult experience 
growing up without her. She realized this in our interview and acknowledged how hard the 
reunification experience was due to this.  
Reinaluz, from Honduras, experienced similar differences between her children’s 
choices. She said,  
Nuria [US born daughter] is incredible. I am so proud of the young woman she’s 
become. She was the first of my children to graduate from college. I didn’t go to 
school so I am so proud of her. Nuria works hard and cleans houses and helps me 
too when I go clean houses. She also works to pay her education and support her 
baby. She's my greatest inspiration, as well as my other two sons [who were both 
born here]. Mario sings like an angel and is my youngest son is a wrestler in high 
school. I never miss a match. (November 2019) 
In contrast, Reinaluz’ child who she left in Honduras did not attend school and experienced 
ambiguous reunification demonstrating lack of trust with her. This affected their reunification 
because they had a difficult relationship.   
Similarly, Nuria, from Guatemala, proudly discussed her US-born children’s 
accomplishments, saying: 
My daughter started college this year and she got a scholarship to St. Johns. She is 
doing very well and never gave me problems. My other son plays soccer with the 
school team and travels to Florida and other places. He also is doing very well and 
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will probably also get a scholarship to go to college. I’m so proud of him. 
(January 2019)  
The child she was reunited with however, had experienced a very difficult childhood and 
reunification period. This was especially related to multiple arrests and an order for deportation, 
which affected their relationship in the following ways: Nuria’s high spending in bonds and fees 
for bail and for an attorney and total desperation and loss of hope.  
Martha, from Honduras, explained how the different expectations and experiences 
colored the relationships between her children. She said, 
My daughter has always been good, and I feel like the other two [who arrived 
recently from Honduras] picked on her because they were jealous of her. She is a 
good girl and does her best in school and these two always have to bother her and 
make her feel bad. (December 2019)  
The relationship between her US-born daughter and her two children from Honduras affected 
Martha’s experiences of reunification due to the tension between them adding stress to her life 
especially since she relied on them to stay home by themselves while she worked. She always 
had to worry about them and how they bullied their younger sister.   
Mothers with US-born children felt incredibly proud of their children’s accomplishments 
and their trajectories as students. Moreover, they felt like these children had many more 
pathways to success. Their dreams had an essentially come true with their US-born children. In 
contrast, such success appeared impossible with their recently reunified children due to their 
legal, linguistic, and other restraints. 
On the other hand, the combination of the effects of separation itself along with earlier 
experiences of traumatogenic violence and the difficulties of learning a new language, culture, 
201 
and adapting to a new educational system, all contrived for the newly reunified children to 
struggle at home, at school, and in the community. This caused grief and shame to their mothers 
and sometimes compounded the trauma they had experienced during their migration and 
separation. These different emotions toward the two sets of children created strains among them, 
compounding their mothers suffering and desperation as well.  
Summary 
This section examined the reunification experience for mothers, using the lens of 
Ambiguous Loss Theory and Ambiguous Reunification with specific attention to years of 
separation, age of reunification of the child, separation experiences for the children, and new 
family dynamics. Mothers in this study who reunited with adolescents experienced distress 
because of the rebelliousness born from children who missed their caretakers back home and felt 
little emotional connections to their moms. This was challenging for mothers who never 
pretended to replace those relationships but wanted to rebuild their own. The length of the 
relationship differed little between participants with longer and shorter periods of separation. The 
uncertain reunification due to legal status applications and limited legal status like TPS 
contributed to a more stressful experience for mothers. However, after reunification mothers did 
not experience “ambiguous reunification” they expressed their love and commitment to their 
children in cases where they had been separated for two years or 18 years.  
New family dynamics presented some obstacles for mothers in this study to bond with 
their children. Mothers with young adolescent or teenage children dealt with extreme rebellion 
and misbehavior which was a manifestation of their resentment and pain with their mothers. This 
was particularly true of those who had experienced traumatic levels of violence. Mothers with 
adult children also faced difficult reunifications due to children’s different needs to incorporate 
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into the new context as adults. They also never forgot that their mothers were absent from their 
lives for a significant amount of time and thus found it hard to rebuild a bond with their mothers 
in this new stage of their lives. Children experienced great difficulty in building new bonds with 
their mothers and new families after prolonged separation due to the rupture with previous 
caretakers back home, feeling abandoned and forgotten, as well as not having had their mothers 
available during difficult times. Mothers were subsequently impacted by their rejection and also 
when learning of their previous traumatic experiences.  
The next chapter details how the study participants were able to overcome the hardship, 
distress from their experiences of reunification and experience personal growth. This occurred 
mostly through their participation in support organizations that provided direct services but also 
shared spaces with other immigrant women, mothers, domestic workers and even other survivors 
of violence, like them who were facing similar issues. Using Posttraumatic Growth Theory as a 
theoretical framework I was able to understand this personal growth, collective support, and later 
advocacy to deal with many of the issues their children were facing during reunification and the 
issues they faced as well.  
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CHAPTER X: MOTHERS AS ADVOCATES  
Support Organizations, Posttraumatic Growth, and Mothers as Advocates 
The previous chapter described the reunification experiences of mothers with their 
children using the lens of Ambiguous Loss Theory. Participants’ experiences of reunification 
were filled with both joy and grief that resulted in a difficult process of making and remaking 
motherhood with their recently arrived child(ren). Newly reunited mothers also faced complex 
family dynamics such as US-born children and romantic partners that presented fresh challenges 
for them as mothers to newly reunited children. In addition to the complex interpersonal 
dynamics and mothering newly reunified children, mothers continued to sustain and provide for 
their families economically and socially. Mothers were active agents in helping their children 
adapt and incorporate into their new environments by accessing social services (school, work 
etc.), navigating their immigration cases, and in some cases, supporting them through their 
entanglements with the juvenile and criminal justice system. Mothers did not do this completely 
on their own, many also counted on the support of local organizations. Eighteen out of the 25 
study participants were active members and clients of a local organization, primarily  the Central 
American Refugee Center (CARECEN), SEPA Mujer, and the Work Place Project (Centro de 
los Derechos Laborales), but also others like Family and Children Services (FSC), New York 
Communities for Change (NYCC), and Make the Road, New York.  
In this chapter, I focus on the first three because they are where study participants mostly 
participated. I identified mothers’ experiences in such organizations as a step in the process of 
personal growth. Posttraumatic growth (PTG) is an area of research that describes the positive 
psychological changes that often occur after a traumatic event (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). 
Posttraumatic Growth is a useful lens for understanding how study participants who suffered 
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multiple traumatic and violent experiences were able to become proactive agents of change for 
themselves, their children, and others. PTG, as a conceptual framework, highlights how mothers 
were able to experience growth, not only after enduring the stress of long-term separation from 
their children but also, helping them rise above the trauma caused from their multiple 
experiences of violence. Even though mothers had lived lives of violence and trauma before, 
during, and after their migration experience, they also experienced positive changes for 
themselves, their children, and others.   
This chapter explores how mothers were actively involved in enrolling their children in 
schools, supporting their immigration and criminal cases, and also knocking on doors and 
finding sources of support for themselves and other women like them through their participation 
in organizations. I explore this participation and its impact through the lens of Posttraumatic 
Growth (PTG), which is a primary contribution of this dissertation study, particularly in the field 
of social work. First, I discuss the traumatic violence and stress that mothers in the study have 
experienced. Then I explore PTG as a conceptual framework and how personal growth can come 
about through education, self-awareness, and disclosure. Then I share three cases of transnational 
mothers who reunited with their children and the organizations that they actively participated in 
or turned to for support. I look at how these organizations offered services to support mothers 
during separation and reunification and served as a catalyst for mothers to advocate for their 
children during reunification. Finally, I discuss how mothers became advocates for their children 
after reunification regarding their education as well as legalization and criminal cases thereby 
demonstrating their personal growth.  
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Mothers’ Experiences of Traumatic Violence 
Many sources of stress and trauma are associated with migration; however, the 
experience of violence is a life changing experience for all people. These experiences cause 
permanent traumatic injury to some and while potentially opening doors to enormous growth for 
many (Berger &Weiss, 2006). Mothers in this study shared stories of their emotional distress and 
hardship due to their migration. They described the uncertain and long-term separation from their 
children as a source of trauma, but also emphasized their vivid memories of violence. As I 
discussed in Chapter VI, mothers had lived through five forms of violence noted by Kaltman et 
al. (2011) in their countries of origin and on the journey to the US: 1) Domestic violence, 2) 
Community violence, 3) Witnessing violence, 4) Political violence, and 5) Violent loss. 
Settlement on Long Island did not, unfortunately, always end the violence.  
The violence endured by participants caused varying forms of traumatic injury that 
participants vividly remembered and openly carried with them years later. Mothers shared 
multiple stories of being victimized by their fathers, partners, and other community members. 
This violence was physical, sexual, emotional, and economic. Mothers also shared stories of 
witnessing violence perpetrated against close friends and family in their home countries. In some 
cases, this violence was a key motivator to migrate because their lives were at risk. Mothers also 
experienced violence by state agents, migrant smugglers, and gangs on their journeys to the US 
In the US, mothers experienced abuse from landlords, family members, employers, and partners. 
Even after reunification with their children, mothers continued to struggle to provide for them 
and endured tension within their households. In some cases, mothers still worried and stressed 
over having other children back home even after reunifying with other children.  
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Posttraumatic Growth 
Posttraumatic growth (PTG) is defined as positive transformation following potentially 
traumatic experiences (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996). PTG has been studied in multiple cases of 
individuals who have transformed their negative experiences of trauma into positive behavior. 
PTG is a concept that posits that negative experiences can spur positive change, primarily in five 
areas: a recognition of personal strength, the exploration of new possibilities, improved 
relationships, a greater appreciation for life, and spiritual growth (Calhoun & Tedeshi, 2012).  
Tedeshi explained that this can happen naturally, without psychotherapy or other formal 
intervention, and can be facilitated in five ways: through education, disclosure, narrative 
development, service, and emotional regulation (2019). These can take place in many spaces. In-
group support spaces have been found to influence the likelihood and the process of 
posttraumatic growth (Calhoun & Tedeshi, 2012). Calhoun and Tedeshi have found that in 
samples of people who experienced domestic violence, and people who had been diagnosed with 
cancer, those who said that they knew somebody else who had experienced posttraumatic growth 
reported higher levels of growth than people who did not know such a person (2012). They also 
found that the combination of such self-disclosure, with accepting and supportive responses to 
the disclosure by members of primary reference groups, helps with PTG. They said,  
Ultimately, social groups that support the kind of self-disclosure about their 
situation that trauma survivors want to make, and that support appropriate 
disclosures about growth themes, are more likely to encourage not only effective 
coping, but posttraumatic growth as well. (Calhoun & Tedeshi, 2012) 
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PTG and Immigrant Support Organizations 
Mothers’ experiences of in-group support occurred in local service organizations. On 
Long Island, there are a number of nonprofit organizations, but only a handful that serve the 
immigrant community. Some of the services that they provide are legal assistance with 
immigration cases, access to social services for them and their families, aid to victims of 
domestic violence, English as a Second Language, and labor rights initiatives. The mothers in 
this study were affiliated and active members in three main organizations: CARECEN, 
Workplace Project, and SEPA Mujer. They each specialized in an area of support for the 
immigrant community (legal services, domestic violence support, and labor rights). Even though 
their area of support varied, they all helped create a safe space not only to access resources and 
services, but also to connect with other women like them. Both the legal and the personal support 
provided by the organizations contributed to the participants’ coping and posttraumatic growth. 
The various spaces provided the opportunity to share their stories, work with legal and 
counseling professionals, and provided educational opportunities. The following three cases 
elaborate on participants, each of the three organizations, and the way support services 
contributed to the women’s PTG. 
Delia and SEPA Mujer 
Delia is 44 years old and from El Salvador. She came to the US in 2005, leaving four 
children aged 12, 10, 8 and 7 with her mother. After migrating from El Salvador, she came to 
Brentwood, Long Island where she worked as a nanny, domestic worker, and later in a factory 
where she met and started dating a co-worker in 2012. After they moved in together, he began to 
exert a significant amount of control over her life by allowing her to have friends, talk to her 
children back home, taking away her cell phone, and ultimately physically abusing her. After 
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enduring two years of abuse from him, she was able to escape with the help of a friend and file a 
police report. After obtaining a restraining order, she learned about SEPA Mujer, an organization 
that advocates for and provides services for women who are victims of domestic violence. With 
SEPA’s help, she was able to access legal counseling and applied for the U-Visa, after which she 
also petitioned for three out of her four children in El Salvador to join her legally. Delia has been 
active in SEPA Mujer, attending their monthly meetings and leadership development events.  
Delia has also sought counseling because of the psychological and emotional distress the 
violence perpetrated by her ex-partner caused her and regularly sees a therapist for support. She 
said, “I started going to therapy to help me with everything I had lived” (February 2020). Delia, 
with the help of SEPA Mujer, recognized that she needed therapy to recover from the violence 
she experienced. She credits SEPA Mujer for her growth and for providing her with the legal 
counsel to apply for the U-Visa, find individual therapy, build her own leadership skills, and 
even help her sons when they recently arrived with their asylum paperwork and in their 
settlement process. 
Delia’s story is one of violence and trauma but also personal growth and collective 
empowerment. Five other study participants also experienced support from SEPA Mujer as 
victims of domestic violence. SEPA Mujer helped them obtain their U-Visas, apply for their 
children to join them, and provide support for them to enroll in school, access English classes, 
and attend regular women’s leadership meetings with other women.  Ela, a mother of five 
children from El Salvador, emphasized the legal help she received, saying, “the organization has 
helped me so much. I have learned about the laws and policies that are affecting us” (January 
2020). While Mariana, a mother of two who reunified with her daughter from Guatemala, 
illustrated the varied and unexpected ways working with SEPA Mujer helped her. She said, “I 
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started participating with SEPA Mujer to learn about my rights and learned that I was not alone. 
This motivated me to fight for myself and for others” (January 2020). Like Mariana, Martha, a 
mother of three from Honduras, took the hand offered by SEPA Mujer and then passed it along 
to other women. She said, “For so many years I felt so alone and like I had no one. I also was 
able to help other women who were like I used to be and were undocumented and victims of 
domestic violence” (December 2019). 
SEPA Mujer is the first Latina advocacy organization on Long Island providing legal 
assistance, victim’s assistance, leadership workshops, and member-run spaces of support. Their 
legal assistance is primarily for women who have been victims of gendered violence (domestic 
violence) and provides support in applying for VAWA, U-Visa, T-Visa, and gender asylum. 
Their clients include immigrant women who have been victims of human trafficking, sexual 
assault, sexual exploitation, and stalking, as well as labor exploitation. Five mothers from this 
study turned to SEPA for support with their own cases of domestic violence and grew to be 
active leaders in their support groups and in other advocacy initiatives like their domestic 
violence hotline, licenses for undocumented immigrants, and increases in the minimum wage 
(SEPA Mujer, n.d.)  
Eliza and CARECEN 
Eliza is 41 years old and migrated from Guatemala in 2006 at 27 years of age.  She had 
an 8-year-old daughter and 6-year-old-son. She came to Long Island and worked in restaurants, 
and as mentioned in Chapter 7, she experienced verbal abuse at work and sexual harassment in 
her cleaning job as well. Eliza re-partnered and had two more children. Her two children in 
Guatemala came to the US as unaccompanied minors and were detained at the US-Mexico 
border, which is when she sought support from the Central American Refugee Center 
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(CARECEN). CARECEN provided legal counsel for her in her children’s asylum cases and 
assisted her in navigating family court, immigration court, and enrolling them in school. In 2016, 
she began attending CARECEN’s family support groups with other women who had recently 
reunited with their children or had migrated with them. Since then, she has been an active 
member in their bi-weekly classes and has made a number of friends. Of the organization and 
how its help has altered her life for the better, she said, 
Before when people used to say things to me, I would just do what they said 
because I felt that I didn’t have any other option. But when we learned about our 
rights, our human rights in CARECEN I changed and learned so much. I also 
learned a little English which has helped me so much with my family, work and to 
help my children.  (November 2019)  
CARECEN has a 35-year history of providing support to the Central American 
community. Beginning in 1984, CARECEN began to aid asylum seekers fleeing El Salvador’s 
Civil War. During the 1990s this was one of the only legal advocacy groups that existed for 
Central Americans to apply for asylum, appeal the denial of asylum and to apply for Temporary 
Protected Status (Mahler, 1999; Molina-Tamacas, 2019). Since then, it is one of the few legal 
organizations to provide legal to assistance including initial and renewal requests for temporary 
protected status (TPS) and Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), green card 
renewals, naturalization, adjustment of status, family petitions, unlawful presence waivers, and 
Special Immigrant Juvenile Status (SIJS) among others. Mothers in this study turned to 
CARECEN for assistance for their TPS, green card, family petitions, and orders for deportation; 
additionally, CARECEN provided support for their children’s legal cases. Five mothers from the 
study actively participated in their Family Support Group and English classes as well as other 
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educational spaces that they offer. In a partnership with Children’s Village, a licensed social 
worker visits CARECEN offices every two weeks to run family support groups for recently 
reunified families. They provide workshops and support group counseling that is open to all 
migrants, although most attendees are parents and their children (CARECEN, n.d.).  
Gloria and Workplace Project 
Gloria is 60 years old and left El Salvador in 1991. She had five children who stayed with 
her father and her husband. She came to Long Island and worked initially as a domestic worker 
and later as a home health aide. She applied for asylum and later received TPS in 2001. After 
experiencing wage theft from her employer, she connected with the Workplace Project, and the 
organization helped her access her pay. She continued to participate with them and joined the 
cooperative, UNITY Housecleaners. After some time, she started working as a home health aide 
caring for seniors. She continues to participate with the group of women as a member of UNITY 
Housekeepers and the Workplace Project by attending all their labor rights workshops and 
trainings. She is also the local Hempstead coordinator for the TPS Alliance, a chapter of the 
National TPS Alliance movement that advocates for a pathway to citizenship for all TPS holders. 
She is one of the Workplace Project’s most vocal leaders. When she reunited with her two older 
children, she helped them find work and supported them in their settlement process. She credits 
the Workplace Project for all that she has learned about her rights as a worker even if she does 
not have a green card. She also credits them for supporting her and her children’s fight for 
permanent status.  
The Workplace Project (Centro de Derechos Laborales) is another important 
organization for many Central American immigrants that was founded as a worker center in 
1992. The Workplace Project began as a center to support day laborers who worked as 
212 
landscapers and construction workers on the North Shore, who were victims to wage-theft 
(Gordon, 2007). This organization not only worked to support male, mostly Central American 
laborers, but also women who came and worked as housekeepers, nannies, and house cleaners. 
The women in the organization would later go on to form their own LLC worker’s cooperative, 
UNITY Housekeepers, in 1998.  They also had regular meetings to support domestic workers in 
the UNITY cooperative and were active in organizing local TPS holders for a pathway to 
citizenship. Today, Gloria and other study participants are active members of the Workplace 
Project participating in their weekly Nutrition workshops offered in collaboration with the 
Cornell Cooperative Extension. They collaborate with the National Day Laborer’s Organization 
(NDLON), as well as other local organizations in Hempstead and Long Island. They support 
women who usually come to the Workplace Project because of issues of wage theft, injury on the 
job, or other related issues and there found a source of support in the women who stood up for 
them.  
Mothers were able to experience PTG primarily through their own experiences of 
education, disclosure, narrative development, and service facilitated by these organizations. All 
three organizations did that in their various spaces of support for the subject participants. Some 
mothers, like Delia, Eliza, and Gloria, overcame the hardship from their migration related stress 
and from their experiences of violence through their own agency and personal action. This came 
about because of their interaction with support organizations that were key for their survival 
upon settlement, during separation, and after reunification. Rising above the trauma caused by 
multiple experiences of violence was much more than resiliency, defined as a range of responses 
enabling individuals to survive in the face of adversity (Kreybil, 2018). Posttraumatic growth 
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(PTG) “is a process of meaning-making through action, contemplation and reflection” (Kreybil, 
2018, p. 1). 
Even after experiencing and then living with such trauma, mothers were not only resilient 
when facing new adverse situations, but participants also demonstrated personal growth. The 
organizations helped them achieve PTG by providing education, a safe space for disclosure, 
community with others, and opportunities for self-awareness and reflection. Participants reported 
that they were never passive about finding ways to support their families back home and their 
children here in the US These included newly arrived children, US-born children, and remaining 
children back home. In addition to advocating for their children, participants were also adamant 
about finding support for themselves. These forms of support included psychological support, 
organizational support, inquiring about legal information, labor information, education for 
themselves and their children, and healthcare. While a clinical analysis of the levels of PTG is 
beyond the scope of this study, participants’ stories indicate possible and compelling examples of 
PTG.  
Beacons of Hope in the Community :Legal Organizations and Worker Centers 
Fifteen out of the 25 participants who I interviewed for this study were active in their 
organizations. Gloria, Julia, Ela, Carmela, and Jessica were all active in the Workplace Project 
(Centro de Derechos Laborales) and with the TPS National Alliance. They were tireless activists 
who helped domestic workers know their rights, navigate wage theft cases, helped with OSHA 
trainings, organized Nutrition workshops, established the Green Light campaign for licenses for 
undocumented immigrants, and led the campaign for permanent residency and a pathway to 
citizenship for recipients of TPS. They were all in the US for over 20 years and fought for their 
rights to stay in this country legally.  
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Eliza, Tania, Erminia, Ruth, and Reinaluz, brought their own and their children’s cases to 
CARECEN. The first four women participated in the immigrant family support group where they 
attended weekly meetings with the CARECEN attorneys and social workers from Children’s 
Village. Eliza, from Guatemala, said, “I meet other families like mine and we support each other. 
The attorney and social worker are also very supportive” (November 2019). This space acted as a 
support group that helped them learn about the current legal landscape, their rights relative to 
policies and executive orders like the Trump Administration’s Public Charge in addition to 
information regarding financial literacy and healthcare. Others like Francesca and Carmela 
turned to CARECEN for legal support for their cases and their children’s cases. They were 
committed to fighting for their children to stay in the country.  
Delia, Martha, Mariana, Ela, and Vanessa all connected with SEPA Mujer for their own 
legal cases and those of their children, but were also active in the various programming, 
women’s support groups, anti-violence trainings, domestic abuse hotline, member organizing, 
and outreach with the organization. These women all had similar migration and separation 
experiences to the others in the study but had traumatic experiences of violence and abuse from 
their partners as well. They looked for support for themselves and for their children to heal from 
their pasts and to apply for the U-Visa as victims of a crime.  
Mothers as Advocates for their Children 
Advocating for their Children’s Education 
Mothers with school-aged children helped their children integrate into their new 
communities by quickly and immediately enrolling them in school or finding information to 
register them in school programs. They would go to the schools to ask for help, ask for 
interpreters, compile all the paperwork from their landlords, request support from family 
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members, and make multiple trips to the school to ensure their children’s enrollment. Mothers 
shared that they were unable at times to attend student activities during the school day because of 
their demanding work schedules but always tried to go to the parent-teacher conferences and to 
talk to teachers.  
Participants with school-aged children did their best to register their children in middle 
school or high school. Children’s entry, retention, and integration in schools varied. Mothers 
faced different scenarios in schools on Long Island depending on the community where they 
lived. Schools in wealthier and whiter communities made it difficult for children to enroll 
demanding several different forms of proof of residency. Other schools, which were located in 
minority-majority communities, were overwhelmed by the number of unaccompanied children. 
These schools neglected to provide them with classes and support services to aid their 
integration. There were also schools that responded making a conscious effort to integrate 
students and make a “decision from the top” that they were going to allocate the necessary 
resources to hire more bilingual teachers, implement a bilingual program, provide orientation for 
students, provide the appropriate placement for students, hire bilingual school psychologists, 
social workers, and other necessary staff.  
Mothers with children in the indifferent schools shared that they would not give up and 
would return and call or talk to the principle or anyone who would listen to them. They argued 
that their children needed extra help or additional forms of support. Mothers like Eliza shared 
that CARECEN staff made it a point to tell her about enrolling her children in school when they 
arrived. She quickly walked the two miles from her apartment to the school to sign them up.  
Isa’s middle school aged daughter was suspended from school for having allegedly pulled 
the fire alarm. Isa did not accept the suspension and quickly moved to meet with the principal 
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and the vice principal. She appealed the decision, which they later reviewed and ultimately 
changed.  
Mothers with teenage children encouraged them to attend high school and would do 
everything they could to enroll them, keep them there, and ensure their graduation.  Mothers 
were aware that their legal cases for immigration legal status or in family court depended on their 
school attendance and performance. Some mothers become very frustrated with their children 
who did not want to attend school. They sympathized with their children because of the language 
barrier, new school environment, and difficulty in adjusting to life in the US overall, but still 
encouraged them to attend school.  
Mothers helping their Children’s Immigration Cases 
Many participants’ children had applied for asylum when they were detained at the 
Mexico-US border. Others had children with Special Immigrant Juvenile cases (SIJ) where they 
were requesting support from Family Court due to parental abandonment or personal hardship 
(victims of violence or abuse) to qualify for a green card or permanent residence. Mothers 
actively looked for support for their cases by turning to legal support services like Central 
American Refugee Center (CARECEN). Some mothers were active in turning in paperwork, 
documentation for their children, and showing up to court with CARECEN attorneys and staff.  
Mothers filed for their children’s asylum applications within the year of their entry. With 
the help of the CARECEN attorneys, mothers were key in making a strong argument for their 
children’s asylum cases when they arrived as unaccompanied minors. The likelihood of asylum 
cases being approved was slim to none, yet mothers worked diligently to support their cases in 
court.  
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Mothers Supporting Children Entangled with the Criminal Justice System 
In seven cases, mothers with older children who were not eligible for SIJ status or asylum 
as unaccompanied minors also had to deal with their children’s immigration cases and orders of 
deportation and in some cases entanglement in the criminal justice system. Participants detailed 
their commitment and the additional sacrifice of spending thousands of dollars on immigration 
and criminal attorneys to support their children in situations of arrests, incarceration, and 
pending deportation. Ela, a mother from Honduras, said, “They gave my daughter the 
deportation order and gave her an ankle bracelet but took it off when she gave birth to her 
daughter. I tried to help her but there was very little that I could do.” (January, 2019).   
Similarly, Nancy, a mother from Guatemala, said, “[t]he police arrested my son on the 
street and called me to tell him he was detained, he slept in the precinct and he went to court the 
next day. I spent ten thousand dollars to bail him out of jail” (January 2020). Fernanda, a mother 
from El Salvador, emphasized the monetary support she provided to her incarcerated son, saying, 
“[m]y son was arrested and spent a year in jail in New Jersey. I spent seven thousand dollars on 
attorney fees” (December 2019).  
Mothers shared so much grief and suffering due to their children’s many problems, 
including their legal limbo status, but especially due to their children’s involvement in  
criminalized behavior. Even in these circumstances, however, mothers continued to support them 
in many ways, indicating no ambiguity of reunification for them. They paid their bail or bond 
and their attorney fees; they hired attorneys and looked for other forms of legal support. 
Participants never gave up on their children and continued to hope for the best for them. Mothers 
recalled their children being arrested with such sadness and despair. They also shared stories of 
their expulsion from school and detention, but they were adamant about fighting back and 
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investigating their situation to see what could be done. Mothers felt certain of their children’s 
innocence and looked for the support necessary for them to get out of jail, get out of immigration 
detention centers, and get back to school after a school suspension. These mothers never gave up 
and investigated every avenue of support possible to help their children. Such perseverance and 
the resilience of the mother-child bond is the essence of transnational mothering and its attendant 
sacrifices. These legal entanglements and struggles to regulate their legal status and fight 
deportation were examples of their children’s vulnerable position and encounters with legal 
violence, economic violence, and state violence. Mothers attempted to help them navigate the 
many types of structural violence by accessing every resource available. Their actions also were 
strengthened by the organizations that they reached out to. They provided the legal, social, and 
professional support to help their children and themselves during the difficult period of 
separation and reunification.  
Summary 
This chapter explored how mothers overcame the traumatic violence they experienced 
before, during, and after migration, which ultimately allowed them to experience Posttraumatic 
Growth (PTG). This personal growth occurred because of the initial support, participation, and 
collaboration with local organizations, primarily CARECEN, SEPA Mujer, and Workplace 
Project. Mothers were able to find support for their children’s immigration cases, to facilitate 
entry into school, to attend peer support groups with other immigrant women, victims of 
domestic violence, and other immigrant mothers who were domestic workers. These spaces 
provided a recognition of personal strength, the exploration of new possibilities, improved 
relationships, fostered a greater appreciation for life, and spiritual growth. All changes are 
characteristics of how individuals develop PTG. These organizations served as a catalyst for 
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mothers to support themselves and their children during separation and reunification. This 
overall experience helped mothers transform their experiences of violence, traumas, and 
compounded disadvantages toward personal growth. Clinical assessment of PTG with this group 
of study participants was beyond the scope of this study, but their stories highlight just how 
much these organizations facilitated their posttraumatic growth. This came about in their 
experience as transnational mothers, in the complex dynamics of building a new family, 
mothering a reunified child, and helping themselves and other women like them.  
With this chapter I conclude the presentation of my findings and the next and final 
chapter presents a discussion of my findings, identifies the relevant themes, and outlines 
implications for future research and social work practice.  
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CHAPTER XI: DISCUSSION, THEMES, AND IMPLICATIONS     
The last chapter examined how study participants were able to push through several of 
the challenging aspects of reunification with their newly arrived children in addition to their long 
histories of violence and trauma. I looked at how organizations that provided various sources of 
support were instrumental in that personal and collective endurance. Using the lens of 
Posttraumatic Growth (PTG), I examined the mothers’ experiences of personal growth and how 
this came about through the forms of educational and peer support provided by organizations like 
CARECEN, SEPA Mujer, and Workplace Project. In this final chapter, I present a discussion of 
my research findings, outline five major themes that emerged through my analysis, suggest 
implications for social work practice and policy and for future research, and conclude with how 
this study contributes to the literature. 
Discussion of Research Findings 
To understand and center the experiences of transnational mothers’ reunification 
experiences with their children, I drew on existing theories as sensitizing concepts in exploring 
what actually occurs to Central American immigrant mothers who migrate without their children 
and then reunite with them years later. These theories included Transnational Motherhood, 
compounded disadvantage, Ambiguous Loss Theory, and Posttraumatic Growth (PTG). Most of 
these theories and concepts were developed for other subjects and contexts. While applying these 
concepts and principles to study the phenomenon of transnational mothering and reunification 
among Central American immigrant mothers, I found that Central American immigrant mothers’ 
experiences were consistent with these theories in regards to the experience of transnational 
mothering, ambiguous loss in a transnational context, cumulative violence in the three moments 
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of migration, separation and reunification, and Posttraumatic growth (PTG) when transforming 
their lives as advocates for themselves, their children and their communities.  
Transnational Motherhood and Reunification 
Using transnational motherhood as a framework, this research explored elements of 
family dynamics and socially constructed patterns of behavior of motherhood, which facilitated 
an understanding of the participants’ lives and the implications of transnational motherhood. It 
further examined a context of distance, prolonged separation, new family arrangements, legal 
uncertainty, and life after reunification. The transnational motherhood framework as a lens of 
analysis, exposed the dynamics of family reorganization when mothers migrated and also when 
their children came to be with them as adolescents and young adults. Like other transnational 
mothers from Latin America, participants made the necessary arrangements to provide for their 
children from abroad, relied on caretakers to care for their children, and also provided key 
emotional support from abroad. The meaning of motherhood for them also shifted after 
reunification and in a context of reunification that was marked by years of separation.   
Mothers experienced ambiguous loss as transnational mothers upon separation and after 
reunification. Ambiguous Loss Theory focuses on the impact of people’s experiences of love and 
loss due to the ambiguous nature of the circumstance in which their experience of loss takes 
place. Individuals who experience ambiguous loss live through an “unclear, indeterminate form 
of grief either because the outcome is unknown or because the relations involved are ambiguous” 
(Boss, 1999, p. 18). For transnational mothers and their children, the experience of uncertainty 
regarding a date of reunification triggered feelings of ambiguous loss. After reunification, they 
lived through a long period of prolonged grief, luto prolongado (Lovato, 2020), which ultimately 
marked their reunification experiences. Mothers remember the day they left their children; they 
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remember the details of their last goodbye; and they also remember the time apart. Building a 
new relationship and being a “good mother” after reunification now meant supporting their 
children in their individual and changed stage of life while keeping in mind how their absence 
had marked the stages before and impacted who they and their children had become. Mothers 
noted that they did not feel or experience “ambiguous reunification” as some studies have found 
with children who are reunited with their parents after a long period of separation (Greif, 2012). 
Mothers in this study were adamant of their continuous love and commitment to their children 
even when reuniting with them after a period of separation and at an older age. They felt 
challenged by this new phase of their relationship but did not feel psychologically absent or 
disconnected from their children in anyway. 
After reunification, mothers and children entered into a new family regime in terms of 
trust, intimacy, responsibilities, and disciplinary relationships; children also were beginning to 
find their place in the new society (in terms of language, peers, education, and labor markets) 
(Bonizzoni, 2012).  Participants in my study also shared stories that reflected this. Intimacy, 
emotional bonds, and connections had to be rebuilt on behalf of the mother for younger children 
and older children. Mothers were aware of the resentment that children felt over their absences, 
and in some cases for making them leave their substitute caretakers (usually grandparents) back 
home. They experienced what Bonizzonni (2012) explained as a shifting meaning of motherhood 
upon reunification which also meant a shifting meaning of children’s role in the family due to 
their growing amount of agency. Even if mothers sacrificed everything to bring them to the US 
and to achieve reunification, mothers also recognized their children’s new stage of adulthood or 
entering in another position within the family and consequently they granted their children the 
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license to decide where they wanted to be or even if they wanted to stay with their mothers or be 
on their own (Bonizzoni, 2012).  
In Bonizzoni’s (2012) study of transnational mothers reuniting with children, she found 
that the older children were, the greater the probability of children coming on their own and 
initiating the reunification process themselves. This was also true for participant’s children in 
this present study, who faced violence or were threatened by violence by family members, 
community members or gang members. Similar to the experience of Chinese transnational 
mothers, Wong points out that the reunification process for mothers is not a state in temporal 
context but a dynamic process from disappointment to resilience (Wong, 2015). 
Violence, Trauma and Posttraumatic Growth  
Mothers also shared multiple experiences of interpersonal violence in their home 
countries, on their journeys to the US, when they lived alone in the US, and upon reunification 
with their children. These examples of violence resulted from conditions created by larger social 
forces and embedded structural violence in the Northern Triangle countries with historical roots 
in US backed authoritarian and anti-democratic regimes that engaged in state-sponsored terror 
against any social or insurgent movements in the region (Chavez, 2020). This same structural 
violence contributed to mothers’ experiences of legal violence in the US as undocumented 
immigrants. Many who had requested asylum and others who were living in legal limbo with 
Temporary Protected Status (TPS) were especially vulnerable. Mothers were also subjected to 
violence from employers through wage theft, exploitation, and abuse on the job. They also were 
victims of family violence by family members and partners. Legal limbo and undocumented 
status led many participants to become more vulnerable to abuse.  
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The posttraumatic experience of violence for Central American mothers can be seen in 
many forms that may be different from other survivors of gender violence. This includes the act 
of migrating, not just relocating to a new place. It also differs from survivors in other contexts 
regarding not being able to reach out to legal institutions for support or justice to report the act of 
violence committed against them. Victims also do not have access to treatment or mental health 
services like other trauma victims. Only a few mothers were receiving treatment and support for 
the trauma experienced though those who were received help from three specific immigrant 
support organizations located in Long Island. 
Although not all the women were receiving treatment and counseling, many of the 
participants were able to transform their traumas into growth, often by using the myriad forms of 
help offered by local support groups. The concept of Posttraumatic Growth speaks to ways that 
victims of violence can overcome the trauma endured in their life journeys and transform it into 
personal and collective growth (Tedeshi & Calhoun, 1999; Berger & Weiss, 2006).  Even after 
reporting and recalling sadness, depression, and anxiety related to their experiences of migration, 
during separation from their children, and even after reunification, the women in this study 
derived strengths from their desire to give a better future to their children, and from their faith 
and this mostly occurred because of their participation in local organizations.  
For the women connected to organizations, this occurred through their participation in 
collective spaces for self-improvement and collective activism through organizations like 
CARECEN, Workplace Project (Centro de Derechos Laborales), and SEPA Mujer. CARECEN’s 
Family support group model was ideal for creating sources of peer support and family exchange 
with professional social workers and attorneys for women in the study. CARECEN has been 
providing legal services for individuals and families since the beginning of the Civil War in El 
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Salvador. They were the first organization to support refugees and provided legal support to 
families fleeing violence and after. Participants in the study who came through CARECEN were 
part of their Reunited Families support group. This group was a source of collective 
empowerment for families that had recently reunited with their children and the participants that 
were connected to CARECEN and the Reunited Families support group were transformational in 
their personal and collective well-being.  
SEPA Mujer also provided legal services for six of the participants who participated in 
the study. All these women were survivors of domestic violence and were able to receive legal 
support from SEPA Mujer. Additionally, they accessed other legal and social services to apply 
for legalization, petition their children, and reunite with their children. Furthermore, SEPA Mujer 
helped the women grow as leaders of their communities. 
The Workplace Project (Centro de Derechos Humanos) also was an organization that 
provided services and support for participants, including advocacy and support against 
employers who would not pay them or exploited them in multiple ways. The mothers who 
participated in the Workplace Project were active in the fight for immigrant’s rights advocacy 
work, organizing for a pathway to citizenship for TPS holders, and for undocumented 
immigrants, and the Green Light campaign with licenses for undocumented immigrants. These 
three organizations provided direct support but also spaces for collective empowerment. Fifteen 
participants from the study participated in these organizations, but overall organization 
participation was 18. They all mentioned such organizations as sources of support for their 
immediate services, but also spaces of group support and collective growth. 
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Themes    
This qualitative phenomenological study explored the experiences of transnational 
mothers from Central America because of migration, separation, and reunification with their 
children after years apart. Through phenomenological analysis, five central themes emerged 
from the narratives of the respondents:  
1. Transnational motherhood 
2. Mothers and children as active agents in their reunification processes 
3. The shifting meaning of motherhood after experiencing Ambiguous Loss  
4. Cumulative Violence 
5. Posttraumatic Growth (PTG)   
Transnational Motherhood: Sacrifice and Suffering for Children  
Mothers in this study migrated from their home countries of El Salvador, Guatemala, and 
Honduras in four different periods that spanned over forty years (1976-2019). Each of these 
periods was marked by specific political, economic, and social contexts that reflected war or 
postwar conditions, pervasive poverty, the absence of personal and community security, and 
family well-being. This left mothers and families largely unprotected and at risk of death and 
violence or sinking deeper into poverty and overall familial disintegration. Mothers were tasked 
with supporting their families by any means necessary. Sacrificing for their children by 
migrating was seen as the only option to get their children ahead, and mothers in this study did it 
willingly. 
Each of the different periods presented different challenges. However, across all four 
periods, mothers viewed sacrificing their children as a necessary step to ensure long-term 
survival. Mothers sacrificed their own connections to their children at home; they sacrificed their 
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own well-being when living and working in the US by sending any income they had and other 
material goods their children needed back home; and they continued to sacrifice when their 
children came to live with them again after reunification by devoting time, energy, and money 
into the process of integration and helping children to navigate the many legal challenges they 
faced.   
The literature on transnational families, and especially transnational mothers, discusses 
the sacrifices they must make to support their children from abroad (Abrego, 2014). Larger 
structural forces rooted in immigration policies that make it difficult for families to legally 
reunite contribute to the years of separation of mothers and their children. It also penalizes them 
by limiting their access to resources to live, survive, work, and achieve overall well-being.  
Central American mothers who participated in this study migrated as part of a family 
strategy for survival and to ensure the future well-being for their children. Separation was never 
meant to be permanent even if reunification might take many years.  Reunification occurs after 
years of separation, sacrifice, and mothering from abroad. Combined, these life experiences, for 
both mothers and their children, initiated vast transitions. Migration and separation is a short-
term strategy to support their children with the long-term goal of being together but in a better 
place, para que puedan salir adelante, so they can get ahead. Participants in the study all left on 
their own to provide their children with a better life. Reunification was always the end goal, but 
while apart, mothers still needed to help their children access food, shelter, education, and a 
better way of life that they could only offer if they left. Mothers also migrated as a form of their 
own physical survival. Mothers sacrificed their own well-being by staying in abusive and violent 
relationships in order to support their children back home.  
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Mothers and Children as Active Agents in their Reunification Processes 
Mothers worked hard to find ways to support their children from abroad and willingly 
sacrificed their own well-being for their children’s survival back home. For example, mothers 
reported going without food themselves in the US so their children could eat back home. 
Mothers made such sacrifices despite little recognition or valuation even from their own 
children, during separation and even after reunification.  
The experience of reunification was one that mothers desired and planned for most of the 
time. Mothers looked for legal options via employer sponsorship or through marriage with a 
partner who had citizenship. Legal status or sponsorship was not the main purpose of marriage, 
but it was a positive outcome of these unions. Mothers worked hard and were committed to 
employers and spouses who later could support their children by legal sponsorship. When legal 
options were not available, however, mothers always sought alternative pathways to bring their 
children to the US and achieve reunification. This was much more complicated and riskier for 
their children, but it was seen as worthwhile in comparison to the violent and undesirable 
conditions back home.  
While mothers in this study always desired and planned for eventual reunification with 
the children they left in their home countries, when their children became teenagers, many of 
them became active agents in the process themselves.  This occurred mostly in the face of threats 
of violence or after a violent attack that left them with few options but to flee. Children initiated 
the reunification process in two main circumstances: 1) as older adults and 2) as young teens 
fleeing violence after receiving threats from gangs or organized criminal groups like drug 
traffickers. At such times, children also acquired more power to negotiate the overall family 
migration process as well as the care arrangements chosen for them (Bonizzoni, 2012).  
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Although the reunification process was largely dictated by the mothers, there were 
various examples of mothers not knowing their children were coming. It also was an outcome of 
a long system of care between mothers and caretakers. Sometimes, the children did not want to 
come to the US to reunite with their mothers. They resisted and refused to go. In other cases, 
caretakers were unwilling to let the children go and told the mothers they were not ready to go or 
that they should wait. Overall, the decision was largely up to the mother, but both children and 
caretakers had a say and influenced the reunification process as well. Such complex decision-
making processes can be seen in many transnational family decisions. 
Shifting Meaning of Motherhood After Experiencing Ambiguous Loss  
The meanings and practices of motherhood changed as children grew older and started 
living together again with their mothers in the US This was especially true for children who 
returned as young adults or older teens. Bonizzini (2012) states that this results in the loss of 
“motherhood as intimacy” (p.170). Instead of the day-to-day mothering many women sacrificed, 
mothers who reunified with older children needed to rebuild their conceptions of motherhood on 
a new basis, largely as long-distance provider and symbolic mother. When mothers reunite with 
their children after experiencing ambiguous loss, when a physical separation in time and place 
occurs but a continuous emotional connection endures, Bonizzoni notes that their experience of 
motherhood changes not only due to their age and reuniting after years of separation but due 
mothers wanting to continue to provide for their children any way possible. Mothers in the study 
continued to try to support their children even when their children rejected them and were 
resentful for the time apart. Despite poor social behavior that often manifested in trouble at 
school or with the criminal justice system, participants in this studied emphasized the joy at 
230 
reunification, the strength of the mother-child bond indicating no ambiguous reunification, and a 
willingness to provide support and explanations to help children succeed. 
Cumulative Violence  
Domestic, community, and other forms of gendered violence forced the women, many of 
them with small children, to embark on a dangerous unauthorized trek north. This has also been 
documented in a UNHRC report and by scholars who have focused on Central American 
women’s migration experiences (Abrego, 2017). Many of the women in this study narrated 
stories of their own victimization at the hands of their intimate partners, gang members, and 
others. Refugees who left El Salvador and Guatemala in the 1980s fled the repressive conditions 
caused by military and paramilitary groups in the context of the civil wars had similar 
experiences to women and their children leaving in recent years who fled the violence caused by 
gangs and others community members (Abrego 2017).  
For Central American women in this study, the experience of reunification with children 
is also one marked by physical and emotional violence. These included emotional distress, 
frustration, emotional, and verbal abuse from their children,. Such experiences affected the 
reunification process in the following ways: stressful family dynamics between siblings, the 
difficult choices they had to make to support their children and carrying the guilt they carried 
from learning about their children’s traumas. They were able to manage these experiences over 
time, but none the less were affected by them. These experiences reflect Khan’s concept of 
cumulative trauma which notes that trauma can be the product of several experiences and not just 
one traumatic event that causes PTSD or other recurring mental health disorders  (Becker, 1995).  
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Posttraumatic Growth (PTG)  
An overarching theme that emerged from the participant’s experiences of migration, 
separation, and reunification is their trauma and the transformation of this trauma into something 
useful and useable throughout their lives. As Abrego (2017) points out when comparing 
women’s experiences from the two most important decades of exodus for Salvadorans, the 1980s 
and 2010s, “violence against women, is a central parallel between the two historical moments of 
Salvadoran exodus” (p.75). While the 1980s and 2010s might be the most crucial periods for 
Salvadorans, the analysis I conducted of the experiences of migrant mothers indicates that 
violence against women occurs and is foundational in every decade in between as well. 
Participants experienced violence in their home country, on their journeys to the US, and in the 
US. They experienced violence by multiple actors: families, communities, the state, gangs, 
criminal organizations, other immigrants, employers, and even their own children.  
The eight types of trauma that Kaltman, et al (2011) identified in their study of Central 
American, Mexican, and South American women are also useful when examining the experience 
of the subjects in this study. These included: 1) Childhood interpersonal violence, 2) Domestic 
violence, 3) Political violence, 4) Violent loss, 5) Community violence, 6) Immigration related 
violence, 7) Adult interpersonal abuse perpetrated by a non-partner, and 8) Witnessed violence. 
The authors noted that these types of violence and trauma exposure occurred in three locations, 
country of origin, during immigration, and in the United States (Kaltman, et al, 2011). 
Participants in my study reported experiencing all eight types of violence, and combined, these 
women experienced high levels of stress and trauma.   
Liliam Juarez, Director of the Workplace Project, speaking about the Central American 
transnational mothers, said the following: 
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Central American women’s lives is a life of suffering even when they’re in this 
country. Their jobs pay very little, some have bad bosses, and they feel that they 
need very little to survive. They feel as if they’re living in a jaula de oro- golden 
cage- feeling safe in some ways but fear of a number of things that could happen 
to them like losing their TPS, or being deported, the transnational mother is stuck 
in a rut and her children even after she sacrifices everything for them do not value 
her when they come to this country (October 2019)  
The trauma the participants experienced represented the fragmentation of themselves and 
the fragmentation of their stories in non-cyclical patterns. Vitally, however, participants reported 
the many ways local service organizations helped them overcome their trauma and experience 
posttraumatic growth. These include providing direct services like legal counseling, immigration 
assistance, access to social support services, but also educational spaces and leadership building 
with other women like them.  
Implication for Social Work Practice and Policy     
This dissertation study illustrated several issues that Central American transnational 
mothers who reunited with their children faced in terms of new family dynamics, rebuilding a 
relationship, shifting meaning of motherhood after an indefinite period of separation, context of 
legal limbo, work exploitation and hardship, history of violence, and abuse and trauma. 
Throughout such trauma, however, participants’ stories illustrated high levels of resilience and 
transformation through advocacy and participation in collective spaces for self and group 
support. All three organizations, CARECEN, SEPA Mujer and Workplace Project, provided 
direct services for participants in the study. They were spaces for leadership development and 
peer group support. Social work practices that use this model of direct service providers and 
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simultaneous leadership building and group support have a multi-pronged approach that deals 
directly with immigrant mothers’ immediate and possibly midterm needs. This multi-pronged 
approach includes providing direct services for women to have access to legal support, social 
services for themselves and their families, English classes and in-group support services with 
other women like them. And in many cases, especially for victims of violence, individualized 
therapy would be helpful. Moreover, such an approach can also equip mothers with the skills, 
confidence, self-esteem, group support, and advocacy work to help mothers adapt to new family 
dynamics such as integrating children experiencing the effects of separation and reunification. 
Perhaps most importantly, the organizations tasked with providing direct support can help 
women address the structural and interpersonal violence including rape, abuse, and exploitation 
both in and outside the family that they experienced in their home countries, during their 
migrations, and while settling in the US.   
Perhaps the most pressing significance of this study resides in the urgency of this moment 
in history. Children and unaccompanied minors, in addition to families, who migrated to escape 
violence in their home countries or to reunite with mothers and other family members in the US 
makes the findings in this study both useful and necessary. Congressional reports indicate that 
80% of children detained at the southern border are seeking reunification with a family member 
(Kandell, 2014). My study illuminates the experiences of the transnational mothers who sent for 
their children, both legally and through unauthorized pathways, and provides some insight about 
the implications of that reunification. This study presents an opportunity to use the knowledge 
contained in its findings to build a less violent and more inclusive set of conditions for US policy 
toward Central America, which prioritizes a humane system of immigration that includes ways to 
support reunified families instead of continuing to inflict further violence on already traumatized 
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individuals.  
Contribution to the Literature 
Participants in the study were exposed to difficult pre-migration events resulting from 
social and political violence which had various traumatic effects on them. This was a form of 
“psycho-social” trauma as described by Martín- Baró (1988). Their experiences of migration, 
separation, and resettlement were marked by difficulties including poverty, legal vulnerability, 
and restricted access to services, which added to the negative experiences of immigrant women 
and their families. The present study contributes to the literature in several ways.  
First, it notes the cumulative effect of traumatic events across borders on mothers’ 
experiences of reunification with their children and posttraumatic growth (see Kaltman et al., 
2010). The study illustrates how this type of trauma is produced by oppressive social systems 
across borders, how it stems from mothers’ pre-migration experiences, during their migration 
journeys, and ultimately in their places of settlement. Further, their mothering experience with 
their children after reunification amplifies the trauma. This study also provides evidence of 
posttraumatic growth and resilience through their participation in organizations, leadership 
building initiatives and systems of support in the larger community.  
Second this study contributes to the literature on transnational mothering. It argues that 
transnational mothering continues and changes during the phase of reunification and that other 
family actors that were not originally a part of the child’s original family in the country of origin, 
new US born siblings and stepfathers also impact the reunification process and are critical to 
mothers feeling supported and achieving a sense of stability. This thereby refocuses the existing 
literature, which mostly focuses on the original transnational family and their members 
(biological parents, caretakers, and children).  
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Third, this study helps to clarify the existing relationship between reunification and 
ambiguous loss. I argue that mothers do not experience ambiguous loss or ambiguous 
reunification after reuniting with their children even after a long period of separation or when 
their children return as adolescents or teens. However, they are aware of their children’s 
difficulty in forming a new bond with them and developing a sense of trust due to their years of 
separation. They identify their children’s rebellious behavior as a sign of this distrust and 
resentment towards them. This reflects Ambiguous Loss Theory and how the concept of 
ambiguous reunification based on my analysis of the participants experiences of reunification 
and loss.  
Recommendations for Future Research 
Central American Latinas on Long Island are the fastest growing immigrant group on 
Long Island. They have unique needs as workers and mothers. They are the first caretakers but 
also advocates for children who are recent arrivals to feel supported and transition their 
settlement and achieve a sense of belonging.  
This study provides the basis for future research on the phenomenon of Central American 
mothers who migrate to support their children and reunify with them after years of separation. 
The phenomenon was examined from the mother’s perspective and voice. Future research could 
explore a more holistic and family-oriented approach such as examining the role of siblings and 
stepparents in the reunification process. A study that focuses on mothers who migrated with their 
children and then reunified with children left behind would also be important in looking at how 
mothers handled that reunification process and how social workers and other organizational 
professionals can provide additional support services for the family. Other studies could look at 
the organizations themselves and the range of services provided to understand the process of 
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Posttraumatic growth through in-group support services. I also would recommend long-term 
ethnographic studies of mothers and their families to learn about other outcomes. This would 
illuminate the understanding of the internal dynamics of migration, separation, and reunification, 
and how organizations and other social institutions provide a foundation for that to occur. 
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